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 In former times man knew the meaning of above and below, he knew what was eternal 
 and what was transitory. Man did not yet stand on his head. His houses had a floor, walls 
 and a ceiling. The Renaissance transformed the ceiling into a fools’ heaven, the walls into 
 garden  mazes, and the floor into the bottomless. Man has lost his sense of reality, the mystical, 
 the determinate indeterminable, the greatest determinate of all. 
 Jean Arp1 
 
 The worship of God is not a rule of safety—it is an adventure of the spirit, a flight after  
 the unattainable. The death of religion comes with the repression of the high hope of adventure. 
 Alfred North Whitehead2 
 
 Modern art has a different face from the past because it has a somewhat different function for 
 the artist in our time. I suppose that the art of far more ancient and “simple” artists expressed 
 something quite different, a feeling of already being at one with the world … 
 Robert Motherwell3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
1  Jean Arp, Arp: On my way poetry and essays 1912-1947 (New York: Wittenborn, Schultz, 1948), jean-
arp.com. dada-companion.com/arp/. 
2  Alfred North Whitehead, Science and the Modern World (1925) (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1967), 192. 
3  Herschel Browning Chipp, Peter Howard Selz, editors, “Robert Motherwell excerpts,” in Theories of 
Modern Art: A Source Book by Artists and Critics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968), 563. 
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 Throughout history the process of the artist has often been an expression of worship 
and included the depiction of the sacred realms interaction with our own. “As above so 
below” was typical. During certain periods in both Eastern and Western traditions, the 
Divine was broadly interpreted and expressed as the implicit source of the artist’s work, 
inspiration and abilities. These artists’ role was to use their creative faculties to connect 
humanity to the Divine. Tolstoy explained in his essay: What is Art? 
 
 All human life is filled with works of art of every kind—from cradlesong, jest, mimicry, the 
 ornamentation of houses, dress, and utensils, up to church services, buildings, monuments, 
 and triumphal processions. It is all artistic activity. So that by art, in the limited sense of the 
 word, we do not mean all human activity transmitting feelings, but only that part which we 
 for some reason select from it and to which we attach special importance. This special  
 importance has always been given by all men to that part of this activity which transmits  
 feelings flowing from their religious perception, and this small part of art they have  
 specifically called art, attaching to it the full meaning of the word. That was how men of  
 old –Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle – looked on art. Thus did the Hebrew prophets and the  
 ancient Christians regard art; thus it was, and still is, understood by the Mohammedans  
 (Muslims), and thus it still is understood by religious folk among our own peasantry.4 
 
What we introduce through Robert Motherwell and his seminal paper delivered at Mt. 
Holyoke in 1944, is that in the 20th century’s own cycle of destruction and renewal this 
‘sacred’ or ‘spiritual’ role was not only challenged by the process of transformation, it was 
left grasping to maintain its presence while increasingly submerged by the ‘enlightened’ 
industrial landscape. The artist 
Wassily Kandinsky wrote:  
  
 Modern artists are beginning to realise their social duties. They are the spiritual teachers of 
 the world, and for their teaching to have weight, it must be comprehensible (1910).5  
 
The intersection of art, the spiritual and the Modern is addressed in my thesis through 
investigating Robert Motherwell's lecture on “The Place of the Spiritual in a World of 
Property.”6 When he spoke at the Pontigny en Amérique conference on August 10, 1944 he 
                                                
4  Leo Tolstoy, “What is Art?” trans. Alymer Maude (1899). 
http://web.mnstate.edu/gracyk/courses/phil%20of%20art/printer-
friendly/tolstoy_on_art_two_columns.pdf (accessed 20 March 2014), 4-5. 
5  Wassily Kandinsky, Concerning the Spiritual In Art, trans. M.T.H. Sadler (New York: Dover, 1977), 
Kindle edition, Loc 131. Note: This text also appears titled as On the Spiritual in Art. “The first complete 
English translation was published by the Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, for the Museum of Non-
Objective painting, New York City, 1946, Hilla Rebay, Editor.” 
https://archive.org/details/onspiritualinart00kand (accessed 10 August 2013). 
6  Motherwell’s 10 August 1944 lecture, originally titled “The Place of the Spiritual in a World of 
Property” delivered at the «Pontigny en Amérique» conference at Mount Holyoke College, South Hadley, 
Massachusetts. It was re-titled for publication: The Modern Painter’s World, Dyn I no 6. Apud  
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was throwing down the gauntlet to the prevailing cultural pressures of the time.7 As an artist 
he was neither first nor alone in what he perceived were the particular challenges of the day, 
or envisioning where artists’ specific potential laid. While Motherwell is one of the founders 
of the ‘New York School’ of Abstract Expressionism as an artist (painting, collage, drawing 
and printmaking), this paper is not concerned with his works of art per se but rather his 
thought. Consequently, I found him and his peers to be intellectually muscular, this as the 
integral motivation that guided their respective and diverse creative processes. A new 
relationship with the world was solidifying in the relatively short wake of the Enlightenment, 
and the perceived coup d’etat of Science and the Rational Mind demanded attention. The 
esoteric seat of ‘Knowledge’ had fallen from view, yet Modern artists were concerned with 
more than continuing or merely reviving the historical march of traditional art and religious 
activity. “Just as Paul Cézanne and Matisse marked a turning away from the scientific 
mimesis that had served as a standard since the Renaissance,”8 many seized the Modern 
momentum to present new dialects of imagery and symbolism as a result of a creative 
process which investigated the relationship between the individual and esoteric religious 
concepts. Samuel D. Fohr in his introduction to The Esoterism of Dante proposed that its 
French author, René Guénon, argued that: 
 
  ... Esoterism is not the same as ‘heresy’ and that a doctrine reserved for an elite can   
 be superimposed on the teachings given to the faithful without thereby standing in  
 opposition to it (1925).9  
 
 Motherwell’s circle included Dada, Surrealist and Abstract Expressionist artists and 
intellectuals who played a critical role defending and expanding, challenging and redefining 
not just the role of the artist but an evolving relationship with religion, science and society. 
In traumatic times that challenged personal and public faith in any system presupposed to 
serve humanity, these artists were investigating their own role through creative processes 
that addressed the challenge of materialism with modern concepts of the ‘individual,’ 
‘society,’ and ultimately perception and it’s gaze toward all aspects of ‘reality’ and the 
‘spiritual,’ even when they seemed at odds with each supposition as defined or manifested 
throughout earlier periods in history. Motherwell proposed in his lecture: 
 
  ... The social condition of the modern world, which gives every experience its form, is the 
 spiritual breakdown which followed the collapse of religion. This condition has led to the  
                                                
7 See definition of ‘intellectuals’ on pg. 42. 
8  Pearson Higher Education, “A History of Art Criticism.” 
http://www.pearsonhighered.com/assets/hip/us/hip_us_pearsonhighered/samplechapter/0205900771.pdf 
(accessed 13 February 2014). 
9  René Guénon, The Esoterism of Dante, trans. Henry D. Fohr, Cecil Bethell (Hillsdale NY: Sophia 
Perennis, (first English edition) 1996). L’Esotérism de Dante (Editions Gallimard 1925, 1957).  
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 isolation of the artist from the rest of society. The modern artist’s social history is that of a 
 spiritual being in a property-loving world. No synthesised view of reality has replaced  
 religion. Science is not a view, but a method. The consequence is that the modern artist tends 
 to become the last active spiritual being in the great world. It is true that each artist has his 
 own religion. It is true that artists are constantly excommunicating each other. It is true that 
 artists are not always pure, that some times they are concerned with their public standing or 
 their material circumstance. Yet for all that, it is the artists who guard the spiritual in the  
 modern world ... 10   
 
 Robert Motherwell’s lecture and its publication in essay form posed the questions and 
challenges which drove this investigation. My aim in this particular case was to escape the 
constraints of a purely secularized world-view, where 70 years on the art world balances, 
publicly, almost purely between the marketplace strategies of neo-liberalism, non-Art 
aesthetics and postmodern disparity justifying the demand for unfettered freedom to express 
one’s ‘personal vision.’11 On the subject of ‘materialism’ Motherwell’s lecture might well 
have been written now, but it is joined by concepts that are both an anathema and more 
urgent today. Unlike Kandinsky’s well known position, and his classic texts On The 
Spiritual in Art and The Art of Spiritual Harmony, Motherwell’s firmness in declaring the 
“artist as spiritual guide,” and “it is true that each artist has his own religion” has effectively 
been wholly ignored. We must now ask: Whom and what concepts did Motherwell’s essay 
echo, defend or defy, and where did his own intellectual voice extend in response to the 
challenges of the Modern experience to make such claims? Indeed, what did these concepts 
mean at the time? 
 Why? As a result of politically correct constraints and knowledge lost or ignored (or 
indeed both), serious ‘religious’ discussion fails to speak esoterically if at all and is 
increasingly ignored in historical associations. This is not without wisdom when materialism 
has triumphed by replacing true symbolism with logo-ism per force in an empirically 
favoured environment. This bias has prevented a full assessment of Motherwell and artists of 
the first half of the 20th century in America, while handicapping the interdisciplinary 
historical discourse that continues to unfold. Secular bias has neglected a full investigation 
into past religious ideologies, practices, relevant contexts and relationships. This has 
restricted the free exchange of ideas, however unpopular, that are the necessary overture to 
fully developed concepts arrived at through the most encompassing analysis of historical 
events and their influences, regardless of the topic. James Elkins noted this in On the Strange 
                                                
10 Op cit 
11  “On December 23, 1959, Charles Dobzynski’s Five Centuries after ‘the Testament’ Tristan Tzara 
Reveals the Secret of Francois Villon published in Les Lettres française. “It was Tzara’s opinion that 
Villon was the first ‘modern’ poet to “reach a personal vision of the world,” which in fact prefigures 
postmodernism.” http://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/abs/10.1162/OCTO_a_00139?journalCode=octo 
(accessed 7 August 2013). 
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Place of Religion in Contemporary Art when he cited the eminent art historian and critic 
Donald Kuspit: 
 Kuspit is perhaps the best example of how a widely published writer can still be ostracized by 
 the academic community when the work is seen to depend too much on issues of religion or 
 spirituality.12  
 
 When this is not addressed freely a choice is forced on the individual: Risk exclusion 
through a relationship with unpopular subject matter; or practice self-censorship to 
accommodate marketplace ideology. Either choice enforces a negligible relationship with the 
desired ‘democratic’ freedom of expression, whether as intellectual ‘property’ or goods and 
services. The need for Studies in Religion (unreduced by battling for space in Culture and 
Gender Studies) is critical for serious engagement with Religions continuing a transformative 
presence throughout global activities in traditional and new forms. There is lost ground to 
make up for. When ‘religious’ inquiry and activity has taken place outside of strictly 
theological inquiry, as it does in the subject of this paper, under-representing certain topics’ 
historical participation, by censorship through omission, should be conscientiously avoided. 
Hindering the democratic process and principles as a result of ‘secular’ over-corrections risks 
strengthening a phobia of its own creation, and denies the nation, group or individual’s 
ability to discern between religions’ historical participation, and proselytising. Not only does 
this bias eliminate voices that contrast those of religious fundamentalism, these divisive 
egalitarian tactics fail to honour the academic, atheist, religious adherent or secular 
agnostic’s earnest interest in all contributing factors and activities of a period, movement, 
region or people. Censorious attitudes add insult to injury, aside from failing to understand 
events throughout the march of time as fully as can be achieved. In the contemporary 
presence of traditional and new religions alike, it can only benefit the host culture through 
acknowledgment rather than ignorance. Camille Paglia’s 2007 lecture Religion and the Arts 
in America stated this clearly: 
 
 I would argue that the route to a renaissance of the American fine arts lies through religion. 
 Let me make my premises clear: I am a professed atheist and a pro-choice libertarian  
 Democrat. But based on my college experiences in the 1960s, when interest in Hinduism and 
 Buddhism was intense, I have been calling for nearly two decades for massive educational 
 reform that would put the study of comparative religion at the center of the university  
 curriculum. Though I shared the exasperation of my generation with the moralism and  
 prudery of organized religion, I view each world religion, including Judeo-Christianity and 
 Islam, as a complex symbol system, a metaphysical lens through which we can see the  
                                                
12  James Elkins, “How Some Scholars Deal with the Question,” in On the Strange Place of Religion in 
Contemporary Art (New York: Routledge, 2004), footnote 2, Kindle edition, location 1290. Note: See 
Donald Kuspit’s “Reconsidering the Spiritual in Art,” Art Criticism 17, no. 2 (2002) 55-69, a position 
paper on modernism as spiritual crisis, taking Kandinsky as a model and example.” 
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 vastness and sublimity of the universe ... Great art can be made out of love for religion as 
 well as rebellion against it. But a totally secularised society with contempt for religion sinks 
 into materialism and self-absorption and gradually goes slack, without leaving an artistic  
 legacy.13  
 
 In her article for Smithsonian Magazine: “Future of Art: Is the rise of secularism 
behind the general malaise in the fine arts?” Paglia clarified her position further:  
  
 One of my premises is that the current malaise in the fine arts is partly due to the rote  
 secularism of the Western professional class, who inhabit a sophisticated but increasingly  
 soulless high-tech world. Our new multiculturalism also embraced world religions, not as  
 moralistic belief systems but as epic poems conveying spiritual truths about the universe.14 
 
In James Elkins On The Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art: 
  
 Art is inescapably religious, so it is said, because it expresses such things as the hope of  
 transcendence or the possibilities of the human spirit. From that viewpoint, the absence of  
 openly religious art from modern art museums would seem to be due to the prejudices of a 
 coterie of academic writers who have become unable to acknowledge what has always been 
 apparent: art and religion are entwined.15/16 
 
Elkins and Paglia call for the inclusiveness present in Herbert Read’s essay “Realism and 
Abstraction in Modern Art” in The Philosophy of Modern Art five decades earlier: 
  
  ... Why must we assume that life, which has evolved into such a diversity of creatures,  
 should be expressed in a single category of understanding? The way of art and the way of 
 religion, and equally the way of science or dialectical materialism, are equally valid  
 alternatives, and the only question, in any comparative evaluation, is whether a particular 
 construction furthers the continuance and intensification of the life-process itself. It follows 
 that the imposition of any particular system of reality on any particular society, or the 
 mere prejudice in favour of any particular system, is due to a kind of stupidity, to a  
 lack of tolerance in the presence of life itself.17 
                                                
13  Camille Paglia, “Religion and the Arts,” Arion 15.1, Spring/Summer 2007, 2-3.  Note: “A lecture 
delivered on 6 February 2007 as the 2007 Cornerstone Arts Lecture at Colorado College. It was 
videotaped by C-SPAN and broadcast on its American Perspectives series on 3 March 2007.” 
14  Camille Paglia, “Future of Art: Is the rise of secularism behind the general malaise in the fine arts?” 
Smithsonian Magazine, November 2012, accessed 13 April 2013, 
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/ist/?next=/arts-culture/why-camille-paglia-is-alarmed-about-the-future-
of-art-79905670/  
15  James Elkins, On the Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art (New York: Routledge, 2004). 
Kindle edition, location 16, 724-725. 
16  Carol Duncan addresses this in depth in Civilizing Rituals: Inside Public Art Museums: "It is certainly 
the case that our culture classifies religious buildings such as churches, temples, and mosques as different 
in kind from secular sites such as museums, court houses, or state capitals. Each kind of site is associated 
with an opposite kind of truth and assigned to one or the other side of the religious/secular dichotomy." 
(London: Routledge, 1995), 7."Something Eternal: The Donor Memorial," 72-101. 
17  Herbert Read, The Philosophy of Modern Art: collected essays (London: Faber and Faber, 1951), 97.  
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 Motherwell’s interaction with individuals from all backgrounds and fortés included 
traditional religious exposure and interactions that were joined by non-denominational 
efforts. Secular bias interfered personally when the title of Motherwell’s lecture was changed 
from “The Place of the Spiritual in a World of Property” to read simply “The Modern 
Painter’s World” for publication. In this instance censorship was not limited to removing the 
term ‘spiritual’ because of religious connotations, rather the replacement denied the social, 
humanitarian, and political views and concerns expressed in Motherwell’s essay. Now 
hidden behind a title that reduced interest to an isolated minority (the acolytes of Modern 
Art)18 the ‘edit’ could be understood as the mechanism to prevent knowledge of the artist as 
a spiritual being, and one with active concerns for society.  
 Ironically Kandinsky's seminal text Concerning the Spiritual in Art has neither gone 
out of print nor been ignored. Motherwell's own paper also lacked any definitive 
denominational bent, and perhaps because of its lack of religious specificity in an American 
context the motivation to control how the artist is defined became an attack on generic 
spirituality as irrelevant to traditionally defined religion as applied to ‘freedom of religious 
expression,’ and ‘the right to free speech’ that manifest the individual’s constitutional rights. 
While this may have exerted some influence, I assert that Motherwell’s critical views on 
social and political matters provided the real impetus for a more discrete title at that time. 
More recently Motherwell's lecture was included via excerpts in The Collected Writings of 
Robert Motherwell (1992). Terenzio, as editor, noted:  
 
 Rather than exclude this inordinately long and atypical essay in its entirety, those sections 
 that do not further the development of Motherwell's artistic theories have been omitted.19  
 
In fact as a result of my research I found his essay typical, not only of Motherwell (whose 
ideas as well as artistic style remained predominantly unchanged throughout his lifetime) but 
also those closest to him. Critically, however abstract, it was Motherwell’s social and 
political beliefs that often explicitly provided either the inspiration or the context of his 
work. Separated by half a century these edits help explain the lack of familiarity with 
Motherwell's spiritual and humanitarian concerns in spite of being renowned and 
prolifically published, which reconfirm Motherwell’s paper’s warning:  
 
 But the crisis is the modern artists’ rejection almost in toto, of the values of the bourgeois 
 world. In this world modern artists form a kind of spiritual underground ... 20   
                                                
18  As ‘Modern’ art, in this case Abstract Expressionism, is newly born, interest is slight even within the 
art world of NYC, and essentially nil in the larger population. Religion comes under the umbrella of the 
social in this paper’s context (Eliot). 
19  Stephanie Terenzio, editor, The Collected Writings of Robert Motherwell: 1941-1949 (Berkeley: The 
University of California Press, 1999), notes 3, 35. 
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 Motherwell’s talk provided the first visible evidence of a lifetime of courage facing 
individuals, institutions, and government officials with unwavering honesty and conviction 
regardless of the possible consequences. In 1949 Motherwell began his Elegies to the Spanish 
Republic series of more than 170 abstract paintings grouped under the title. The first 
painting was in honour of Lorca’s poem “At Five in the Afternoon.” Considering the 
original too subtle, Motherwell retitled it Elegies to the Spanish Republic thus taking a 
stronger stance, which placed him legally subject to the criminalisation of activities in 
support of Spanish Republicans.21  This as a result of the McCarthy era, a time of suspicion 
and rigid conservatism that persecuted those who deviated, or were unwilling to support 
their exclusive vision for the nation. Motherwell wrote of his Spanish predecessor and 
mentor: 
 
 Picasso is the cut off from the great social classes, by the decadence of the middle-class and 
 the indifference of the working-class, by his own spirituality in a property-ridden world.  
 Guernica is therefore a tour de force. It expresses Picasso’s indignation, as an individual, at 
 public events ... Guernica hangs in an uneasy equilibrium between now disappearing  
 social values, i.e., moral indignation at the character of modern life –what Mondrian called 
 the tragic, as opposed to the eternal and the formal … 22 
 
 Motherwell’s aesthetic campaign for remembering Spanish atrocities at the hands of 
Franco enacted the ‘rejection’ of a ‘middle class’ that was long established in the public 
arena and remains in the consciousness of historians concerned with the McCarthy era, as 
well as the evolution of social activism in the U.S.: 
 
 In 1935, the distinguished war correspondent and radio broadcaster Raymond Gram Swing 
 observed, “People who are not capable of disliking the lower middle class in toto, since it is a 
 formidable tax on their emotions, can detest Hearst instead.23 
 
 In our present context, billionaire media magnate Rupert Murdoch could not be 
offered up as publishing mogul William Randolph Hearst was at the time, though Murdoch 
is a preeminent one, and in the U.K. we were lead to believe he came close to being had by 
the phone tapping scandals. We have a surplus of targets for our own middle-class’s rage, 
now about the survival of a class economically lowered by its own excesses as much as the 
                                                
20  Op cit. Note: As his paper was published after his presentation both speak to the common atmosphere 
of the time, not in response to the paper’s edits for publication. 
21  Elisabet Goula Sardá,"Someone Who Did Not Forget: The Reception of Robert Motherwell’s Elegies 
to the Spanish Republic in Spain," Revista D'Estudis Comparatius. Art, Literaturea, Pensament 
http://www.upf.edu/forma/archivo/otono09/elizabetgoula.html (accessed 12 Feb 2014). 
22  Mary Ann Caws, Robert Motherwell: With Pen and Brush (London: Reaktion Books Ltd, 2003), 54. 
Note: Caws dedicated her book to “The homely Protestant.” 
23  Jill Lepore. “Bad News: The Reputation of Roger Ailes,” The New Yorker, 20 January 2014.  
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widening divide between the top and the bottom. Swing spoke about the American general 
public while Motherwell cited “modern artists” specifically.  
 To analyse Motherwell’s ideas and vision of the artist’s spiritual and social role as 
described in his published essay, a bricolage portrait of this narrative was drawn (Levi-
Strauss 1966),24 coloured by the ‘emergence Vs forcing’ approach of Grounded Theory 
(Glaser 1992) onto a basic historical reconstruction of the most influential events (Skinner 
1970s). This extended beyond the boundaries of the arts to locate traditional and new 
religious and spiritual practices throughout the Western world at the time. I chose to follow 
Glaser’s method on avoiding “unending conceptualisation, unending data coverage” and 
thus unnecessary over-saturation. In contrast with Strauss, Glaser’s method “puts the 
researcher and the readers on the conceptual abstract level” and best accommodated 
Motherwell’s own narrative style in relationship to ideas.  
 Alfred North Whitehead’s theory of Abstraction literally set Robert Motherwell’s 
non-representative language creation in artistic motion, yet Whitehead’s influence on 
Motherwell extended beyond the boundaries of the arts. It is here I was able to locate the 
main source of Motherwell’s fulcrum speech’s ‘spiritual 1944’ within and beyond traditional 
religious practices throughout the Western world at the time. Whitehead and Motherwell 
shared a common bond through ‘Modern’ ideas, and their knowledge and respect for history 
bridged science with the metaphysical, and religion and art in relationship to humanity early 
last century.25 Through Glaser’s Grounded Theory as it “related to literature,” the historical 
and intellectual context throughout Motherwell’s life was built. As a result of Whitehead’s 
theory of Process and Reality, a platform of Protestant panentheism emerged as the 
convincing system for Motherwell’s spiritual and religious references.26 Within this total 
framework is the inescapable collaboration of 20th/21st century histories, and while 
employing rigorous efforts to remain neutral, my career as an interdisciplinary artist 
afforded me specific insights into research related to the artistic experience. Whitehead’s 
own observations regarding Gibbon’s presence in Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire 
further applies to all voices included in this paper: 
 
 But throughout this history, it is Gibbon who speaks. He was the incarnation of the  
 dominant spirit of his own times. In this way his volumes also tell another tale. They are a 
 record of the mentality of the eighteenth century. They are at once a detailed history of the 
                                                
24  Matt Rogers, “Contextualising Theories and Practices of Bricolage Research,” The Qualitative Report 
Volume 17, 2012, T&L Art 7, 1-17. http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR17/rogers.pdf (accessed 2 February 
2014). 
25  The Whitehead connection was confirmed by Dore Ashton her introduction to The Writings of Robert 
Motherwell, edited by Stephanie Terenzio (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 4. 
26  Barney G. Glaser, "Reading and Using the Literature" in Basics of Grounded Theory Analysis (Mill 
Valley, CA: Sociology Press, 1992), 33-37. 
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 Roman Empire, and a demonstration of the general ideas of the silver age of the modern  
 European Renaissance.27 
 
 While the external architecture of this paper pivots on a focused case study of Robert 
Motherwell in relation to his (lecture and) published essay, I then constructed a historical 
conversation between individuals, ideas, and concepts in the context of Motherwell (his 
peers and intimates) and his essay’s declarations, which were found to be antithetical to 
secular conclusions. This created the abstract armature for a representative sample of 
‘religious,’ ‘spiritual,’ ‘metaphysical’ and related discourses spreading beyond theological 
boundaries. I followed Motherwell’s professors’ ideological progressions, particularly the 
previously cited Whitehead, and Arthur Lovejoy, both of whom Motherwell accessed during 
his time at Harvard.  The interdisciplinary ideal of Lovejoy’s History of Ideas methodology, 
the premises he delineated in Great Chain of Being, and his commendation of Whitehead in   
The Revolt Against Dualism28 combined to place this pair of compatible professors central 
in commandeering my investigation and its conclusions.  
 
  ... A methodology that required the contributions of scholars throughout the university. If 
 you want to understand the thinking of Milton, said the professor, you'll have to venture 
 into the history of science, because in the eighth book of Paradise Lost, Adam and the 
 archangel Raphael engage in a discussion of 17th-century theories of astronomy. Be 
 unfamiliar with the ideas of Copernicus and his successors and you will not understand 
 Milton's references, or where his thinking came from. And if you really want to unravel all 
 the ideas and influences expressed by Milton, he said, you need scholars of English, classics, 
 the writings of the early Catholic Church, rabbinical and other Jewish literature, French and 
 Italian literature of the 16th and 17th centuries. Plus a historian of science, a medievalist, a 
 philosopher, and a historian of early Protestant divinity.29 
 
 Motherwell’s activities and interactions within the art world as a result of his 
academic career lead the way throughout his lifetime in both academic and artistic terms. 
Dore Ashton (1928-  ), a renowned art historian and intimate friend of “Bob’s” throughout 
his entire career, offered a crucial observation in her introduction to The Writings of Robert 
Motherwell: “ ... Motherwell had an abiding fondness for ideas that had occurred to him 
when he first stepped into the circle.”30 This reliable trait guided how I journeyed from his 
                                                
27  Alfred North Whitehead, Adventures of Ideas, first published in 1933 (Cambridge: The University 
Press, 1943), 6. 
28  Arthur O. Lovejoy, “V. Mr. Whitehead and the Denial of Simple Location,” in The Revolt Against 
Dualism: An Inquiry Concerning the Existence of Ideas (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1930), 
156-189. 
29  Joe Ocho Cantor, “Arthur Lovejoy: 1873-1962,” Roots Web, Obituaries Archive. 
http://archiver.rootsweb.ancestry.com/th/read/OBITUARIES/2009-06/1245479046 (accessed 20 
September 2013). 
30  Motherwell stipulated Ashton be placed on the board of his own Dedalus Foundation immediately 
upon his death. 
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philosophical beginnings to discover the lasting influences of individuals or ideas from his 
early academic and artistic life. Motherwell’s studies in philosophy and history began at 
Stanford, which accounted for his having adopted Lovejoy's approach: 
 
Ideas are the most migratory things in the world. A preconception, category,  
postulate, dialectical motive, pregnant metaphor or analogy, “sacred word,” mood of 
 thought, or explicit doctrine, which makes its first appearance upon the scene in one 
of the conventionally distinguished provinces of history (most often, perhaps, in  
philosophy) may, and frequently does, cross over into a dozen others.31 
 
 Further, I considered Motherwell’s ideological commitments through specific 
concepts in his essay and sought their origins in seminal texts of the Modern period as well 
as throughout history. Critical influences are presented in their own words to minimise 
subjective interference, realise the atmosphere of their time and ‘hear’ original ideas as 
communicated when new, all of which helped to shape the Modern thought that continues 
to exert its influence today. This methodology sought to create an awareness of the common 
concepts of the time, which are excluded from art history, and general historical discourse 
on the Modern era as it is formally defined. Because of the subject matter handled in these 
excerpts, and the self-evident difficulty of topics already challenging to put into words, to 
complicate matters by paraphrasing would shift us farther from the mark. From a 21st 
century distance these voices can seem as strange as Shakespeare’s English. These ‘voices’ 
present evidence of the concepts in Motherwell’s 1944 essay.32 They do not speak as we 
expect. This bricolage approach relied heavily on Motherwell and his contemporaries’ 
autobiographical documentation to create in absentia case studies for the investigation of 
what was represented, attempted and achieved by these ‘Modern’ masters in spite of 
aggressive and ongoing opposition, then as now. Dore Ashton also cited Motherwell thus: 
 
 ... Like Wallace Stevens who had suggested in 1951, at the Museum of Modern Art, that 
 poets and painters filled the breach in a world that had lost religion, Motherwell believed  
                                                
31  Maurice Mandelbaum,“The History of Ideas, Intellectual History, and the History of Philosophy,” 
History and Theory, Coverage: 1960-2009 (Vols. 1-48) 
http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy2.library.usyd.edu.au/stable/2504118?seq=1&uid=3737536&uid=2129&ui
d=2&uid=70&uid=4&sid=21104144830187&__redirected (accessed 20 September 20130). 
32  Stephen Knudsen, “Phd in Philosophy for Artists: A Conversation with George Smith,” IDVSA March 
2014, IDVSA.org. Smith stated: "Artist-philosophers have always been with us in the world. As a matter 
of course, the Classical Roman poet Lucretius calls himself a philosopher in his poem ‘On the Nature of 
Things.’ And long before Lucretius, Plato earned his still-standing title as the greatest artist-philosopher of 
all-time. But in fact, all the great philosophers have been artists, and all the great artists have been 
philosophers." http://idsva.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/ArtPulse_IDSVA_March2014.pdf (accessed 7 
March 2014). Note: IDVSA: Institute for Doctoral Studies in the Visual Arts, Chicago. 
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in what he had early determined to be spiritual values, but like every other modernist, found 
 them exceedingly difficult to define.33   
      
The New York School included poets and painters as well as intellectuals, and 
amongst Motherwell’s friends were poets Frank O'Hara and Wallace Stevens. MOMA 
issued a pamphlet quoting Steven’s talk:  
 
 That in an age in which disbelief is so profoundly prevalent or, if not disbelief,   
 indifference to questions of belief -- poetry and painting, and the arts in general, are, in  
 their measure, a compensation for what has been lost.34 
 
 More than sharing critical concepts in common on Modern art, Steven’s appreciation 
of history through an esoteric lens (like Lovejoy and Motherwell) was expressed throughout 
The Necessary Angel: Essays On Reality and the Imagination: 
  
 Suppose we try, now, to construct the figure of a poet, a possible poet. He cannot be a  
 charioteer traversing vacant space, however ethereal. He must have lived all of the last two 
 thousand years, and longer, and he must have instructed himself, as best he could, as he went 
 along. He will have thought that Virgil, Dante, Shakespeare, Milton placed themselves in  
 remote lands and in remote ages, that their men and women were the dead — and not the 
 dead lying in the earth, but the dead still living in their remote lands and in their remote 
 ages, and living in the earth or under it, or in the heavens — and he will wonder at those 
 huge imaginations, in which-what is remote becomes near, and what is dead lives with an 
 intensity beyond any experience of life. He will consider that although he has himself 
 witnessed, during the long period of his life, a general transition to reality, his own measure 
 as a poet, in spite of all the passions of all the lovers of the truth, is the measure of his power 
 to abstract himself, and to withdraw with him into his abstraction the reality on which the 
 lovers of truth insist. He must be able to abstract himself and also to abstract reality, which 
 he does by placing it in his imagination (Stevens).35 
 
Clement Greenburg (1909-1994), eminent art critic and theorist, appreciated the poets 
modern dilemma: 
 
 It is obvious why poets are restive in the presence of the scientific or naturalist attitude. Our 
 total, our felt sense of reality—which is what art speaks for and to—has never yet been  
                                                
33  Motherwell and Stevens were friends, thus it is unsurprising Steven's MOMA lecture’s concepts 
confirm those expressed by Motherwell at Mt. Holyoke in 1944. 
34 John N. Serio, editor, The Cambridge Companion to Wallace Stevens (Cambridge University Press, 
2007), 164. 
35  Wallace Stevens, The Necessary Angel: Essays On Reality and the Imagination (New York: Alfred A 
Knopf, 1951). 
https://archive.orgstreamWallaceStevensTheNecessaryAngelEssaysOnRealityAndTheImagination/Wallace-
Stevens-The-Necessary-Angel-Essays-on-Reality-and-the-Imagination_djvu.txt (accessed 18 May 2014). 
Note: Earliest copyright of this text is 1942. In kind with Motherwell and the era, Stevens was also 
seriously involved with Surrealism. 
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 contained within the rules of logic and verification. It is therefore the essence of art that it 
 should deal with inconsistencies, maintaining them unresolved (or in suspension, as it were).36  
  
 Regardless of subject matter, content or context, if one’s processes are forced into the 
isolation of solitary confinement what manifests will reflect the jailor who forced that 
individual into seclusion. Imprisoned by intellectual prohibitions, or the exclusion of the 
bourgeoisie, the Modern Era was indelibly marked by national or continental devastation 
exacerbated by sharing the experience of global trauma. Sharing as we do in the traumas of 
globalisation defined by 9/11, it is a secular bias that wages an ideological war (with 
casualties) as a result of its own brand of gagged inquisition. This was a battle Motherwell 
was engaged in, albeit discretely. Broadly investigative, contemplative, and collaborative 
relationships between artists and intellectuals, surrounding the World Wars, revealed the 
typical character of their epoch was both diplomatic and confrontational. Arthur Danto 
wrote in Painting and the Pale of History: The Passing of the Pure: 
 
 There are few better exercises for those who seek to think philosophically about history--who 
 seek, as I am attempting to do, for objective narrative structures in the way human events 
 unfold—than to attempt to see the way the past saw the future, and hence the way those 
 who saw the future as they did had to see their present as they did.37 
 
 In the ‘abstraction’ of narrative a visual drift from the representational had already 
taken place: Through the prism of Cezanne; vivisected by the Cubism of Braque and Picasso; 
the softened gestures of the Impressionists; satirised by Dada; and re-imagined and dreamt 
by the Surrealists. Abstract Expressionism was set in motion by the artists who had 
distanced themselves from strictly literal representative content, while incrementally co-
creating alternative pathways for the experiences of humanity to be viewed. Aligned with the 
new focus on individualism, what it meant to be ‘a’ human in relation to Humanity, History 
and the ‘Modern’ world was addressed with a heightened sense of singularity, which had 
previously been experienced only through the personal subtext of a greater communal 
identification of the self. It was through the “isolation of the artist” forming a “spiritual 
underground” (which infers community in an activist sense), and their relationship to “the 
property loving” or “material obsessed” world, that Motherwell was joined with others. In 
their writings it appeared this social role was not a matter of choice, but rather in what way 
each would individually contribute. Motherwell expressed a somber yet optimistic embrace 
for these realities of artistic life: 
                                                
36 Clement Greenberg, Partisan Review, Vol. 17 (John Reed Club. New York Branch PR Inc., 1950). 
37  Arthur C. Danto, “Chapter 6, Painting and the Pale of History: The Passing of the Pure,” in After the 
End of Art: Contemporary Art and the Pale of History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997), 
101. Note: The A. W. Mellon Lectures in the Fine Arts, 1995 Bollingen Series XXXV: 44 Princeton. 
  
18 
 
 How much more humanistic in the end is this effort on the part of solitary individuals than 
 that of those who throw a collective ideology at one and say, that is the obvious truth, now 
 express it! It is only authoritarian groups, whether political or religious, who can determine 
 by pressure the future of their arts. To us who are freer individually, the future is a wide-
 open adventure of unimagined possibilities, and of hundreds of booby-traps.38 
 
 What definition of ‘spirituality’ and ‘religion’ could be attributed to Robert 
Motherwell, and by extension America in 1944? Do the concepts Motherwell used to align 
the artist ‘spiritually’ in a ‘materialist’ world still apply? In a recent interview the painter 
Chris Martin (1954- ) spoke of how, for the Western art world, spirituality has become 
divorced from the religious. He noted that ‘mystical’ and ‘spirituality’ are unavoidable terms 
in the artists’ search for the real: 
 
 Earlier I was haranguing you about how the Museum of Modern Art used to present Joseph 
 Beuys. No one wants to talk about the fact that Joseph Beuys is a deeply Christian, mystical 
 thinker. They talk about him as an important artist because he engaged in a new formal  
 expansion of sculpture, blah, blah, blah. I can’t stand how most of the main institutions of 
 modern art in America are completely embarrassed by or ignore this aspect of Mondrian or 
 Beuys. And they act like it’s all about cubism turning into abstract painting and that’s 
 what’s  important. That’s so boring. What’s important is that, in Mondrian’s case, he was 
 obsessed with finding this balancing of energy as a daily spiritual practice.39    
 
Martin speaks to and against Elkin's revealing message, one partly addressed by John 
Tangelder: 
  
 The Art Institute of Chicago’s James Elkins argues in his book, On the Strange Place of  
 Religion in Contemporary Art, that the art world “can accept a wide range of ‘religious’ art 
 by people who hate religion, by people who are deeply uncertain about it, by the disgruntled 
 and the disaffected and the skeptical, but there is no place for artists who express straight- 
 forward, ordinarily religious faith.” And Elkins states: “To fit in the art world, work with a 
 religious theme has to fulfill several criteria. It has to demonstrate the artist has second  
 thoughts about religion ... Ambiguity and self-critique have to be integral to the work. And 
 it follows that irony must pervade the art, must be the air it breathes.” He dismisses off hand 
 the work of Christian artists. He declares that “committed, engaged, ambitious, informed art 
 does not mix with dedicated, serious, thoughtful, heartfelt religion.” So much for neutrality 
 in the arts!40  
                                                
38 Robert Motherwell, The Collected Writings of Robert Motherwell, Stephanie Terenzio editor (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 154. 
39  Ross Simonini, “If an Elephant Can Make A Good Painting, Then Who needs an MFA From Yale?” 
Believer Magazine, November/December 2013, believermag.com/issues/201311/?read=interview_martin 
(accessed 2 February 2014). 
40  John D. Tangelder, “Christian Art?” Reformed Reflections.ca, 
http://www.reformedreflections.ca/cultural-political/christian-art.html (accessed 30 May 2014). 
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 Does Elkins suggest here that the great Medieval and Renaissance painters’ works are 
all just an empty ruse? Or does Elkins realise that in the secular atmosphere these works 
cannot be created, albeit for our own time? Were Elkins to have specified that he applied his 
analysis, in all cases, exclusively to contemporary art, it would not escape the conclusion 
that ultimately secular governance succumbs to the same restrictive sovereignty of monarchs 
(presidents) and popes (CEOs). Secular government was initially legislated to release the 
nation’s citizens from the pressures/persecution of a singular religion’s authority, as enacted 
by the ‘State’ throughout history. The religious government model is now categorically 
presumed to abuse its nation’s broadest selection of religious actors. Idealistically, the 
secular model appeared to rescue and protect the population in full and provide freedom for 
all the population’s chosen religions and practices. What has evolved is a new dualism: That 
secular freedom of religion has become a presumed freedom from religion while still 
(amongst the shadows and half-light) favouring the majority religion identified with the 
nation’s founders; and as a replacement for Religion, the Secular became the official religion 
of the State. Within this system the atheist has no restriction on being vocal or visible, 
including ironically, the creation of “Atheist Mega-churches.”  Spreading to the U.S. and 
Australia, Great Britain's popular “Sunday Assembly — whose motto is Live Better, Help 
Often, Wonder More — taps into that universe of people who left their faith but now miss 
the community church provided, said Phil Zuckerman, a professor of secular studies at 
Pitzer College in Claremont.”41 Alain De Botton's Religion for Atheists: A Non-believer’s 
Guide to the Uses of Religion represents this secular hypocrisy: 
  
 Our soul-related needs are ready to be freed of the particular tint given to them by religions - 
 even if it is, paradoxically, the study of religions which often holds the key to their  
 rediscovery and rearticulation.42 
 
This agrees with Paglia, but is this study of religions and their rituals, which De Botton finds 
of such value, to be observed only in the pages of books and academic lectures? If value is to 
be extracted from religion to create a meaningful secular metamorphosis, then how religion 
does this for its believers, and how the believer enacts this are the necessary practical 
components for study. De Botton agrees in his book’s chapter “How We Are Taught” by 
acknowledging Religion’s approach to “how very easily we forget things” when he states: 
“Our inner lives must be lent a structure and our best thoughts reinforced to counter the 
                                                
41  Gillian Flaccus, “Atheist ‘Megachurches’ Crop Up Around The World,” Huff Post, Religion,   
10 November 2013, 04:46pm EST. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/11/10/atheist-mega-
church_n_4252360.html (accessed 30 May 2014). 
42  Alain De Botton, “Wisdom without Doctrine,” in Religion for Atheists: A Non-believer’s Guide to the 
Uses of Religion (Penguin Books, 2012), 15, Kindle edition, location 81. 
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continuous pull of distraction and disintegration.”43 While there are atheists who call for 
interaction with religion to be eliminated in toto, atheist beliefs, which are the other side of 
the religious coin, are acceptable in public.44 Paglia, Elkins and De Botton can speak to us 
about religion freely, precisely because they are presumably unbiased by emotionally and 
intellectually residing beyond the sway of religion, a position which has particular merit.  
 What neither the traditionally religious or secular atheist positions communicate is 
the variety of experiences somewhere beyond and in-between the extremes of these two 
poles. I found this to be precisely what Motherwell, Martin, and so many other artists and 
intellectuals have addressed from the Modern era to the present, by confronting the 
evolution of an exclusionary secular bias which prevents the full disclosure and presentation 
of ideas. What they seek is knowledge that includes obvious or veiled participation of the 
spiritual or religious rationally contextualised in their artistic practices, or for the 
development of certain intellectual concepts.  
 What is at stake? In this political environment the society will fail to understand the 
artist’s relationship within the culture, which benefits the non-artist’s ability (as fellow 
members of the society and humanity) to understand a diversity of personal and cultural 
meanings as they relate to ‘sacred’ or ‘religious’ and ‘spiritual’ objects and subject matter in 
the 21st century. This is true whether the individual is firm in belief or deeply conflicted, 
whatever the belief may be. When both process and discourse are muted as Martin 
discussed, or forced “underground” as a result of censorship (‘passive’ or evident), the 
isolation Motherwell spoke of occurs, and I submit that the inevitable eruptions take the 
only acceptable artistic forms: 
 
 1.  As works of art deformed by the denial of the value/status of artistic            
      endeavours in any positive religious context. 
 
 2.  Works of art which manifest disrespect for religion, its symbols and objects, as a 
      result of silencing public discourse regarding content and context of religious    
      imagery, and iconography that appears to be pro-religion. 
 
 3.  ‘Sacred,’ ‘religious,’ and ‘spiritual’ artistic works generic enough as not to offend. 
 
 4.  Works of art, which include the referencing of traditional or exotic religion(s) that 
 do not appear to pose a threat to ‘secular’ thought (Buddhism, Hinduism). 
 
                                                
43  Ibid., “How We are Taught,” 132, location 961. 
44  Philip Adams, host of “Late Night Live” broadcasts on the ABC network's Radio National in 
Australia, and author of Adams Versus God, reminds listeners of he is an atheist whenever he has a 
religious guest or a suitable opportunity presents itself, (while using Christian phrases such as “God 
forbid.”) 
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 5.  ‘Sacred,’ ‘spiritual,’ or ‘religious’ works of art that remain marginalised,                
       underground and largely unknown. 
 
 6.  ‘Sacred’ or ‘religious’ works of art as relics locked in the past as Primitive,    
      Medieval, and Renaissance art, thus offering the sentimental security of          
      historical distance. 
 
 These are not benign responses in relation to the artist’s typically innovative 
contribution in the context of the mainstream (Leonardo). In the second instance outrage 
and censorship can and have resulted. Largely through unfamiliarity with religious thought 
and imagery, met with blind ignorance and religious arrogance combined, this scenario 
bolsters an already rigidly conservative sector of the public. It is these conditions that lit the 
fuse on the U.S. Senate floor when Senator D’Amato began ripping up a catalogue 
containing Andre Serrano’s “Piss Christ,” and Senator Jesse Helms had declared “Serrano is 
not an artist, he is a jerk.” These men lead the U.S. Congress to pass the “decency clause” in 
May 1990 and the NEA’s (National Endowment for the Arts) elimination of all direct 
funding to individual artists.45 While Serrano’s “a committed but skeptical and conflicted 
Catholic (Elkins)” he contributed to events that manifested a stew of bias involving religion, 
gender, and sexuality (even where government funding was not directly involved) prompting 
a Federal reaction through its new NEA policy that amounted to what can only be described 
as legally forcing economic self-censorship as a new form of ideological blackmail. This has 
manifested globally as an effective regulatory policy to limit funding and keep undesirable 
artists, concepts and activities ‘in their place’ politically: By assuring these are perceptively 
‘approved’ by acceptable organisations, the onus of ‘judgment’ is once removed from Federal 
blame.  
 Serrano is not as “conflicted” as Elkins portrays him, and admits he has no tolerance 
for blasphemy. In this example of paradox: a Catholic artist placed a crucifix in a vial of his 
own urine and revealed the volatile complexity of artistic expression and its relationship 
with religion post-Enlightenment. It was a Modern dilemma Jack Flam had noted: 
  
 Motherwell remained passionately committed to the notion that individual expression would 
 always transcend any set of rules, and that subject matter counted: “Where all of us would 
 have agreed--and there both journalism & formal criticism missed our point--was that  
                                                
45  Artists must have a non-profit institution ‘umbrella’ to qualify for grant funding. For more details see 
the NEA Four Events Timeline. http://www.franklinfurnace.org/research/essays/nea4/neatimeline.html 
(accessed 15 August 2013). 
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 content is the issue, & the given forms, while given, were at least partially designed for  
 something else.”46 
  
 A conclusion can be reached that Motherwell’s message continued to unfold 
throughout his lifetime that began when: “The violence that had been devastating the world 
in an almost continuous process of escalation since 1914, the year in which “the real 
twentieth century” (as the Russian poet Anna Akhmatova called it) had begun. It is a 
traumatic march that continues to mould  “The Modern Painter's World” “The Place of the 
Spiritual in a World of Property” a century later. In the recent revival of interest in Robert 
Motherwell’s works of art generally and through global exhibitions—at the Modern Art 
Museum of Fort Worth (2004), and his collages at the Guggenheim Museum in New York 
(2013), to the antipodean showing of his prints at the National Gallery in Canberra, 
Australia (2014) --it is relevant to consider his contributions and influence retrospectively, 
and how Motherwell’s art and ideas continue to pertain today.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
46  Jack Flam, Katy Rogers, and Tim Clifford, editors, “Introduction: Robert Motherwell at Work,” in 
Robert Motherwell A Catalogue Raisonné: 1941-1991 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 23. 
Endnote: 72. Motherwell to E.A. Carmean Jr., July 13, 1971. 
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Chapter I From the West Coast to the World 
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My pictures have layers of mistakes buried in them … An X-ray would disclose crimes ... layers of 
consciousness, of willing. They are a succession of humiliations resulting from the realisation that only in 
a state of quickened subjectivity ... freedom from conscious notions, and with what I always suppose to 
be secondary or accidental colors and shapes ... do I find the unknown, which nevertheless I recognise 
when I come upon it, and for which I am always searching. (1946)47 
 
When I see a newsreel from 1915, the year I was born, or a movie that takes place then, like Jeanne 
Moreau’s “Mata Hari,” I cannot believe that my life span has been from that moment until the present:  
I had the same perspectives throughout, while the appearance of the world changed. When I was born is 
another universe, and I am 50. As though one were born in what is now a museum. (1965)48 
  
Robert Motherwell 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
47  Source: Robert Motherwell, “Statement,” Motherwell exhibition catalogue at Samuel Kootz Gallery, 
New York, 1947. http://venetianred.net/category/words-symbols/artists-speak/page/2/ (accessed 9 
November 2013). 
48  Vivien Raynor, “Art; A Painter Who Patiently Tried to Explain What He Did,” The New York Times 
20 February 1994, http://www.nytimes.com/1994/02/20/nyregion/art-a-painter-who-patiently-tried-to-
explain-what-he-did.html (accessed 9 November 2013). 
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 Robert Burns Motherwell III was born on January 24, 1915 in coastal Aberdeen, 
Washington. According to the ‘quintessential American source’49 Aberdeen was founded in 
1884, named for a salmon cannery and known by 1900 as “The Hellhole of the Pacific” or 
“The Port of Missing Men” for its “saloons, whorehouses, gambling establishments, and its 
high murder rate.” Motherwell provided a distinctly different description of his coastal 
hometown in an interview with Paul Cummings in 1974: 
 
 Well, it was in the 1920’s. You see, I was born in 1915 so from 1920 to 1930 I would  
 have been from five to fifteen. Aberdeen was the greatest lumber port in the world. It was a 
 town of about twenty thousand people surrounded by virgin forest and with a magnificent 
 harbor. And all my childhood in this relatively small town there would be a hundred or a  
 hundred and fifty lumber ships from Japan, Finland, Russia, Greece, France, from 
 everywhere loading up with lumber to take all over the world ... everything was built in 
 Scandinavian wooded style. (Lance Hart) was the local artist, (and) professor of art at the 
 University of Oregon, he had studied in Stockholm ... He was the first artist I had ever met 
 and was one of the loveliest men I ever met ... I was the only boy in all of these houses. So  it 
 was ravishing from every standpoint. There were all these girls around and these fantastic 
 beaches, isolation, this marvelous artist to talk to ... it was a kind of real beautiful holiday 
 from the world. Then the real world was growing up in California, going to prep school 
 when I was young, going to Stanford University.50 
 
 While Motherwell’s family did relocate to San Francisco to accommodate his life 
threatening asthma, the Motherwells continued to spend summers in Aberdeen throughout 
much of his youth. Robert Motherwell lived in northern California until 1937 with the 
exception of time spent in the 1920’s in Salt Lake City, Utah and Los Angeles. Robert 
Motherwell was broadly educated and widely travelled. His A.B. degree in philosophy from 
Stanford University in 1936 was followed by his move the next year to Cambridge, 
Massachusetts to attend Harvard’s graduate school in philosophy under Arthur O. Lovejoy, 
David Wight Prall,51 and become most influenced by Alfred North Whitehead. In 1938 he 
attended the University of Grenoble, France and spent a short time at Oxford University in 
1939 before returning to the United States where he had been appointed assistant in art at 
the University of Oregon in Eugene. 
                                                
49  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aberdeen, Washington 
50  “Robert Motherwell, 1971 Nov. 24-1974 May 1 – Oral History,” Smithsonian Archives of American 
Art, http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/interviews/oral-history-interview-robert-motherwell-13286 
(accessed 31 December 2013). 
51  “Motherwell would recall "that his philosophy professor, David W. Prall, broke down in tears at 
dinner one night over what was happening in Spain. ... According to Motherwell, Prall, ever the 
philosopher, told him that the most important thing would be to do something significant with his life 
that could set an example for others.” Robert Motherwell A Catalogue Raisonne, 1941-1991, “Chapter 
1,” endnote 7: Motherwell interview with Robert C. Hobbs, May 6, 1975, recounted in Hobbs 1975, 
154-55. Jack Flam, 26,171. 
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Fig. 3. The Irascibles, 1951, “[Nina Leen]/[The Life Picture Collection]/Getty Images” 
Museum of Modern Art: “The Irascibles.” Caption that accompanied this picture in the Jan. 15, 1951, 
issue of LIFE: “Irascible Group of Advanced Artists Led Fight Against Show. From left, rear, they are: 
Willem de Kooning, Adolph Gottlieb, Ad Reinhardt, Hedda Sterne; (next row) Richard Pousette-Dart, 
William Baziotes, Jimmy Ernst (with bow tie), Jackson Pollock (in striped jacket), James Brooks, Clyfford 
Still (leaning on knee), Robert Motherwell, Bradley Walker Tomlin; (in foreground) Theordoros Stamos 
(on bench), Barnett Newman (on stool), Mark Rothko (with glasses).” 
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At the close of his year in Eugene, Motherwell spent his final summer in Aberdeen and sailed 
through the Panama Canal on his way to New York City, where he lived until his death in 
1991 (including several years on Long Island).  Motherwell was at a distinct advantage, not 
just with his intellectual acuity, but an artistic career that was mature from its beginning 
through philosophical insights, his writing, painting, and the ability to shepherd diverse 
collaborations between himself and precipitous groupings with others. In a 1982 interview 
with Barbara Flug Colin:  
 
 I sense that your search was deeply inward according to your self ... not climbing the  
 rungs of art history. And your work, from the beginning, seems to have found its originality 
 and the “esthetic.” 
 
Robert Motherwell answered:  
 
 I was 26... I started late with  a lot of modern art historical knowledge, and having 
 seen a lot of originals; not only that, I knew many of the masters of the first half of the 
 century personally. So far as I know, I may be the first artist (at least one of them) in the 
 history of modernism, who began with his mature style, so to speak. My plastic premises are 
 already there in the first couple of years of my work. Obviously they’ve matured, they have 
 developed or twisted or turned, and so on, but the consistency of the esthetic position is there 
 from beginning to end ... I started full time painting in 1941. My subjects are different now, 
 but ... the original identity is intact, as is the methodology (you quote) from my younger 
 self.52   
 
Motherwell first studied philosophy and history at Stanford under the influence of 
Arthur Lovejoy’s previous tenure there, which ended in a newsworthy resignation in defence 
of another professor (dismissed over participation in public political meetings) and Lovejoy’s 
disagreement with “the subsequent policy of the university administration.” He is an early 
example of individual advocacy Motherwell later followed.53 Lovejoy was in residence 
during Motherwell’s time at Harvard where he also forged a particularly profound 
relationship with Arthur North Whitehead, and later with Meyer Schapiro at Columbia in 
the first university courses including Modern Art History. These philosophical kinships 
helped form the man, the artist and his paper’s ideas. The intellectual bonds Motherwell 
shared with Lovejoy, Whitehead and Shapiro are critical and evidenced throughout each of 
their published literature and archival materials. This agreement is ‘to the point’ in 
Whitehead’s introduction to his Adventures of Ideas (1943): 
                                                
52 Barbara Flug Collins, Evergreen Review, “An Interview with Robert Motherwell,” 
http://www.evergreenreview.com/122/an-interview-with-robert-motherwell.html (accessed 8 August 
2013).  
53  “Prof. Lovejoy, Stanford Sends in His Resignation to the University Authorities. Members of Teaching 
Force Must be Somewhat Punctilious in Maintenance of Liberties,” Desert Evening News, 3 May, 1901. 
http://news.google.com/newspapersnid=336&dat=19010503&id=4NJTAAAAIBAJ&sjid=kIgDAAAAIBA
J&pg=4242,952733 (accessed 28 February 2014). 
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Theories are built upon facts; and conversely the reports upon facts are shot through and 
 through with theoretical interpretation ... the ‘pure history’ according to the faith of the 
 school of history prevalent in the nineteenth century … This notion of history devoid of 
 aesthetic prejudice, of history devoid of any reliance on metaphysical principles and 
 cosmological generalisations, is a figment of the imagination. The belief in it can only occur 
 to minds steeped in ... the provinciality of an epoch, of a race, of a school of learning, of a 
 trend of interest – minds unable to divine their own unspoken limitations.54 
 
The typical biography of Motherwell reads: 
 
 Prior to 1941, Robert Motherwell studied philosophy, literature, and art history in various 
 undergraduate and graduate programs in the United States and in France. Through the art 
 historian Meyer Schapiro, with whom he studied art history at Columbia University in New 
 York City in 1940, Motherwell became acquainted with the French Surrealists who had left 
 Europe because of the war and were living in New York and Connecticut. He decided to  
 leave academia and begin painting full time in 1941. Motherwell had little formal art  
 training and never painted representation pictures. His earliest works are highly abstracted 
 geometric and linear configurations of figures and interiors. But in the late 1940’s his  
 brushwork became considerably looser and more gestural, and his shapes more simplified  
 and biomorphic. Motherwell’s affinity with French culture gave him easy entrée into the  
 Surrealist circle. During the spring of 1941, he met Chilean Surrealist Matta ... Motherwell 
 recalled in a 1967 interview, “Matta gave me a ten-year education in Surrealism. Through 
 him I met Wolfgang Paalen, a prominent Surrealist, who was living in Mexico City ... and  it 
 was with him that I got my postgraduate education in Surrealism, so to speak” ... Matta 
 introduced him to Baziotes, with whom he quickly developed a rapport that was of great 
 import for both artists and for the development of Abstraction Expressionist ideas and art 
 during the 1940’s.55  
 
Little more need be known that is not found in either his painting or writing. It is of little 
advantage to know that he was over six feet tall, and had four wives: Mexican actress Maria 
Moyers; Betty Little with whom he had two daughters, Jeannie (a painter) and Lise (a 
psychologist); the ground-breaking ‘Second Generation’ abstractionist Helen Frankenthaler; 
and the last - photographer Renate Ponsold. Motherwell described, as an artist:  
 
 … My effort is to get to the absolute essence; to make the painting look like it happened 
 totally spontaneously, at that magical moment when for one second your wrist, your arm, 
 your shoulder, your heart, are totally at one with each other. This is not true of some of the 
 works, especially some that are more complicated and ultimately less lyrical. But, in many of 
                                                
54  Alfred North Whitehead, Adventures of Ideas (Cambridge at the University Press, 1943). Note: The 
last of three books Whitehead saw as a necessary trilogy: “Each book can be read separately; but they 
supplement each other’s omissions or compressions.” 
55  Lisa Mintz Messinger, editor, “Robert Motherwell 1915-1991,” in Abstract Expressionism: Works on 
Paper: Selections from the Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York: Met. Museum of Art, 1992), 65-66. 
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 the paintings, the effort is almost to reach what an Oriental would call the moment of 
 enlightenment.56  
 
 Motherwell was, metaphorically, married to his art making. His affinity for the 
culture and his fluency in the French language prompted Schapiro to enlist Motherwell as 
the Surrealists’ guide to New York City and the American way of life. Those who had 
escaped wartime Europe found a post-Civil War Manhattan that was living proof and social 
laboratory for T.S. Eliot’s cultural mélange: a seething melting pot of early generation 
Americans and ‘New Amsterdam’ immigrants exploiting the New World’s fertile ground. 
This was a 7-mile island where one’s identity was continuously up for revision at the 
crossroads of psychoanalysis and opportunity, where the American Dream meets the Great 
White Way. The young men that had ‘gone west’ last century had given birth to giants who 
were now ‘coming east’ and Motherwell (Washington and California), Rothko (Russia and 
Oregon), and Pollock (Wyoming) were amongst them. The sanitised view of Manhattan 
from the 21st century and the Hollywood takeover of its theatres denies the knife edge of a 
city that a hundred years earlier had alternately rejected and inspired, fostered and brutalised 
while displaying the scars of the Great Depression, the Civil War, Harlem segregation and 
nationwide prohibition from 1920-1933. All this hung over an exciting city of promise while 
new waves of refugees were welcomed by the Statue of Liberty’s secular torch, and whose 
bronze tablet reads:   
 
Give me your tired, your poor,  
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,  
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.  
Send these, the homeless, tempest tossed to me. I lift my lamp beside  
the golden door. 
 
What took place in New York at this time was defined as much if not more by 
notable immigrants than the native born. There’s no contemporary art, as we define it, that 
doesn’t begin in the first half of the 20th century in New York City, when America took up 
where Europe, and particularly France, left off as a result of World Wars.57 As William C. 
Seitz, the painter and art historian wrote of New York during the spread of Abstract 
Expressionism: 
 
Of all centers it was in New York where the life of art was keenest. If the combined presence 
 of the greatest number of form and spirit characteristics constitutes superiority, it was the  
                                                
56  Robert Motherwell, “Interview with Richard Wagener, 14 June 1974,” in The Collected Writings of 
Robert Motherwell, Stephanie Terenzio editor (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 218. 
57  America’s creative power has always benefitted from the immigrant and refugee presence and 
collaboration that defines American culture. This was a particularly beneficial time for the Arts from such 
a contribution. 
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 painters in closest contact with the confluence of traditions who in the main produced the  
 better works.58  
                             
Motherwell’s time in New York was also shaped as a result of national traumas: 
 
1933: 25% of all workers and 39% of all nonfarm workers were completely out of  
 work … the American economy had yet to fully recover until the United States was drawn 
 into World War II in December 1941.59  
 
Immigrants and refugees from Europe, the Russian Empire, and two World Wars 
altered the American landscape permanently with significant contributions by those of 
Jewish descent:  
 
Roosevelt permitted approximately 27,300 Jewish refugees to come (from an over-crowded 
 Palestine) to the U.S. (1924 limited quota).60 Thousands more would be admitted under  
 the “German-Austrian quota from 1938-1941” and in January 1944 President Franklin D. 
 Roosevelt established the War Refugee Board to facilitate the rescue of imperiled refugees ... 
 under the “Truman Directive” on December 22, 1945 ... about 22,950 ‘displaced persons’, of 
 whom two-thirds were Jewish, entered the United States between December 22, 1945 and 
 1947 … 61  
 
While Europe was physically devastated by the blows of the battlegrounds, the 
American landscape was experiencing its own physical and ideological wounds when it built 
internment camps as a result of the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbour: 127,000 Japanese-
Americans between March 1942 - June 1946 were subjected to “War Relocation Camps” 
after the Pearl Harbour attack, and 112,000 were interned on the West Coast of 
Motherwell’s upbringing. Roughly 80,000 of the interned were born in the U.S.A. and held 
American citizenship,62 among whom were individuals that visibly contributed to American 
society after bearing the trauma of war from within the seemingly peaceful borders. These 
include architect, woodworker, furniture maker George Nakashima (1905 – 1990 b. 
Spokane, WA), a significant member of the American Craft Movement and Knoll (who 
learned his craft under Gentaro Hikogama while interned), and worked with Frank Lloyd 
Wright’s collaborator Antonin Raymond. His name is synonymous with 20th century 
                                                
58  William C. Seitz, Abstract Expressionist Painting in America (Cambridge, MA: National Gallery of 
Art, 1983),164. Note: From his Princeton dissertation in 1955. 
59  Gene Smiley, “Great Depression,” in Library of Economics and Liberty, econlib.org (accessed 30 
November 2013). 
60  “Jewish Life during the Holocaust,” Jewish Federation of Greater Pittsburgh: Holocaust Center. 
holocaustcenterpgh.org (accessed 9 July 2013). 
61  “United States Policy Toward Jewish Refugees, 1941-1952,” United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum, ushmm.org (accessed 9 July 2013). 
62  Gary Y. Okihiro, The Columbia Guide to Asian American History (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2005), 104. 
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American art furniture.63 Also, Senator Mike Honda (1941- b. Walnut Grove, CA), and Pat 
Morita (June 1932 – Nov 2005 b. Isleton, CA) who went on to play the karate teacher in 
“The Karate Kid” films. In Motherwell’s lifetime it was a defining quality of America’s most 
beloved icons that they have transcended poverty, illiteracy, the difficult conditions of one’s 
youth, or the trauma of war to achieve success- to inspire others in the same way the 
immigrants projected their hopes onto America.  
Jewish immigrants have shaped how America sees itself, and distracts itself from the 
world, since their Vaudevillian beginnings gave way to the film and television, recording and 
publishing industries, while instigating most popular culture trends. Jewish survivors of the 
atrocities of WWII, the Holocaust, and their successors have had the most impact. Their 
influence remains most profound on the nation’s high-cultural identity and the intellectuals 
throughout the humanities. Witness Peggy Guggenheim:  
 
She smuggled her pieces - a treasure-trove of then anonymous paintings by Pollock, 
 Kandinsky, Lipchitz, and many others - to America, “where I was still told to my face that 
 modern art can only be loved ... by Jews.”64  
 
Visionary Jewish artists and intellectuals were integral to the Pontigny-en-Amérique 
in 1944, as well as when Mary Ann Caws spoke on Motherwell’s contribution at the 
commemoration (held at Mount Holyoke in November 2003), sixty years after he delivered 
his lecture there. Caws commented on how he could be described throughout his lifetime: 
 
 Permit me to leave open a great deal about Motherwell, about his writing, his thinking,  
 and his painting. Mostly, I would like to leave open--as, after all, he always did--the  
 interpretation of his move, both verbal and visual, both conceptual  and material, in his  
 always double creative manifestation, from Surrealism to abstraction. I truly believe he  
 was able to retain his fidelity to both. That was part and parcel of his vision, its collage  
 form and its epic content … 65 
 
 Archival materials offered recollections of “what happened through that unusual 
summer get-together for European refugees that became known as Pontigny-en-Amérique.”66 
These sessions were made possible with the help of Helen Patch, head of the French 
Department at Mount Holyoke College: “We Americans who are longing to keep real 
France alive here in America ... do let us help wherever we can until such time as France may 
                                                
63  nakashimawoodworker.com (accessed 10 July 2013). 
64  Menachem Wecker, “The Commentator,” Yeshiva College, August 30, 2005 
http://admin2.collegepublisher.com/preview/mobile/2.2469/2.2838/1.298843 (accessed 9 October 2013). 
65 Mary Ann Caws, “Robert Motherwell and the Modern Painter's World,” in Artists, Intellectuals, and 
World War II: The Pontigny Encounters at Mount Holyoke College, 1942-1944, edited by Christopher 
Benfey, and Karen Remmler (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2006), 114-221.  
66  Ibid., 152. Helen E. Patch to Gustave Cohen, January 7, 1942, Mount Holyoke College Archives, 
“Entretiens de Pontigny,” box 1, folder 1. 
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be restored to her own beloved land.” Christopher Benfey recalled the history that unfolded, 
and how the Pontigny sessions had, ideologically, come full circle between America and 
France and back again: 
 
 Pontigny, I learned, was a Cistercian abbey in the Burgundy region of France. Beginning in 
 the summer of 1910, a full-bearded humanist with medieval tastes named Paul Desjardins—
 imagine a French William Morris—would convene an international group of writers,  
 thinkers, and artists for ten-day informal conversations of decades, on ambitious themes like 
 “Man and Time” or “The Will to Evil” or “Is Civilisation Mortal?” Oddly  enough  
 Desjardins had drawn his idea for these summer gatherings from an American model, the  
 famous Chautaugua assemblies, held in an old Indian settlement in southwestern New York 
 since 1974. The Chautaugua model-combining adult education and recreation with visits  
 from intellectual luminaries such as William James, at a rural site remote from formal  
 academic institutions—appeared to Desjardins.67  
 
On the American experience continuing in refuge: 
 
 “Its a far cry from Pontigny in Burgundy to South Hadley, Mass.,” one local professor  
 remarked. Yet many exiled intellectuals did make the trip to participate in the sessions ... 
 For fifteen dollars a week, these bearded men and middle-aged women adjusted to the 
 rhythms of life at a women's college. The locals were taken with them. These exotic people 
 had shown up without much advance warning, followed by a trail of wives, poodles, and 
 children ... (such) that “the entire village suddenly became French.”68  
 
 The Pontigny session of 1939 was cut short when Hilter launched the German 
invasion of Poland on September 1, and the following year when the Nazis breached the 
Maginot line and took over the old abbey as an arms depot. In this light, we can appreciate 
the meaning attached to the resumed decades those 3 years in America, unsurprised by 
Motherwell’s natural inclusion at such a multi-national, bi-lingual gathering. Motherwell 
continued to be involved in this sense of community as a result of war and injustice, bound 
to others who shared a common spirit. The Pontigny session of 1944 was bookended by the 
Invasion at Normandy and the Liberation of Paris by the Allies just 9 days after Motherwell 
spoke. Writing to friend and fellow painter, Baziotes, a month after delivering his paper at 
Mt. Holyoke: 
                                                
67  Ibid., 3. Note: Leading the 1944 sessions were: Dr Jean Wahl, professor of philosophy; Marc Slonim 
and Andre Masson on the plastic arts; Jean Helion, painter and author on his escape from the Nazis; 
Jacques Hadamard, philosopher and mathematician; Anais Nin, novelist; Cornelius Kruse, president of 
American Philosophical Association; Jean-Luis Sert, Spanish architect; Robert Motherwell, American 
painter; Li Y-Ying director of National Academy of Peiping; Herbert Steiner, Austrian publisher; Mlle 
Marcelle de Manziarly on the problems of the musician with Curt Sachs musicologist; Roger Sessions, 
young American composer; and Vittorio Rieti, Italian Composer. 
68  Ibid., 153. “An Experiment in International Understanding,” March 4, 1943, MHC Archives, box 1, 
folder 6. 
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 The future in America is hopeless. For you as for me there are only two possible courses, to 
 go to France forever (which is what I am going to do) or remain here & be psycho-analysed. 
 If you are going to do the first, you ought to do certain things, from a strategic point of  
 view--which I will tell you about when I see you.69 
 
 Perhaps the liberation of Paris fuelled Utopian notions well beyond reconstruction for 
Motherwell, who nevertheless remained in America and underwent psychoanalysis 
throughout the course of his life. His gaze continued to include Europe and its’ political 
implications at home and abroad. Motherwell’s Elegies for the Spanish Republic began in 
1949, and as one of the ‘Irascible 18’ he was photographed for Life magazine when they 
jointly signed a letter to the president of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in rejection of its 
American Painting Today – 1950 exhibition, which included no Abstract Expressionism 
painting.70 Nancy Wallach in “Our American Guernica: The enigma of Motherwell’s 
Elegies:” 
 
 What prompted the artist Robert Motherwell to devote over 40 years, from 1948 until   
 his death in 1991, to a body of work entitled “Elegies to the Spanish Republic”? Why did  
 Motherwell, whom the noted critic Clement Greenberg considered “one of  the very best of 
 the Abstract Expressionist painters,” return to this theme in nearly 200 monumental  
 canvases?  How did a body of work that helped invent the formal language of abstraction 
 come to engage with such strong political, philosophical and literary content? ... Although  he 
 began the series almost 10 years after the fascist attack on the Republic, the artist recalled, 
 “I was 21 in 1936 [when the Civil War broke out], and that was the most moving political 
 event of the time.”  In 1937, Motherwell attended a rally in San Francisco, where he heard 
 French author and advocate for the Spanish Republic, Andre Malraux, speak on the Spanish 
 Civil War.  In those early years after the “terrible death,” the artist found the decisive moral 
 issue that would be reflected in all his life’s remaining work.71 
 
 Until his death in 1991 Motherwell maintained the belief in ideas that resonated 
throughout his experience of academia, which well explains the unusual consistency that 
manifested throughout his work for over fifty years. He believed: 
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 Without ethical consciousness the audience is only sensual, one of aesthetes … ‘The  
 Elegies’ reflect the internationalist in me, interested in the historical forces of the 20th  
 century, with strong feelings about the conflicting forces in it ... Without ethical   
 consciousness, the painter is only a decorator.72 
 
 In conclusion: His personal life was his ideas, communicated through his writing, rare 
speaking engagements and interviews, and what lay beyond words became expressed 
throughout his signature imagery. Sometimes deceptively simple at first glance, what reveals 
itself with serious consideration uncovers visual content as complex as his thought. As with 
so many Modern artists, their ideas were not only felt they finally were becoming visible. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
72 National Gallery of Art, “International Painting and Sculpture: Elegy to the Spanish Republic, Robert 
Motherwell,” 
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  ... It is easier for an artist to see the inadequacies of naturalism because in his professional 
 work he is occupied with the personal and the existential which are his subject matter. 
 On the other hand, he is also occupied in his profession in converting subjective material into 
 an a-historical objective form, its actual disorder into one possible order among others. This 
 means that the artist qua artist is of all people the most skeptical, because in his art he does 
 not have to believe what he says, only entertain it as a possibility: e.g, . . If he writes a poem 
 about the Crucifixion, there is no means of knowing from the poem whether he believes in it 
 as a Christian must believe or is using it as a convenient myth for organizing the emotions his 
 poem expresses, for in poetry dogma and myth are identical. 
  
 W.H. Auden (1907-1973)73 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
73  Agee, Arendt, Arvin, Auden, Dewey, Graves, Moore, Richards, “Religion and the Intellectuals,”  
Partisan Review Vol. 17. February 1950. Obtained from University of Sydney, Fisher Library Document 
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 Motherwell’s academic relationships with ideas were not limited to philosophers and 
artists of the past. He attended Harvard when both Lovejoy and Whitehead were visiting 
scholars: Arthur Lovejoy who during his tenure at John Hopkins University (1910-1938) co-
founded its “History of Ideas” Club and developed the intellectual methodology of the same 
name, wrote The Great Chain of Being (1936), Primitivism and Related Ideas in Antiquity 
(1935) with Boas, The Thirteen Pragmatisms (1963) and The Revolt Against Dualism 
(1964); and Alfred North Whitehead whose prolific writing included his philosophical and 
metaphysical Process Philosophy and Theology and notably Adventures of Ideas. Both men 
provided the foremost sphere of influence from Motherwell’s academic interaction, outside 
of the arts, with dominant architects of change early last century before he became one 
himself. Modern ideological platforms by these influential individuals provided the visible 
origins of new thought and the various points of impact. Throughout Motherwell’s lifetime 
these concepts and ideas remained stable, if not even more credible throughout the 
manipulations of ‘progress,’ as it related to Motherwell’s concerns in relationship to the 
Modern ‘materialist’ world. Motherwell’s vision of the artist’s role was constructed on the 
attitudes and activities continuing to take place as a result of numerous artists’ natural 
perception of their role as humanitarian artists in a dramatically changing world. Or as 
Motherwell put it to poet Frank O’Hara (1926-1966) for the catalog accompanying his 
MoMA restrospective:  
 
 What better definition of modern art is there than Mallarmé’s ... the expression of  
 the mysterious meaning of aspects of existence, through human language brought back to its 
 essential rhythm: in this way, it endows our sojourn with authenticity, and constitutes the  
 only spiritual task ... for I am inventing a language that must necessarily spring from a very 
 new poetics: to paint, not the thing, but the effect that it produces. 
 
 The confluence of ideas and de rigeur inquiry (philosophical or spiritual in nature) 
within the artistic process itself stretched beyond a ‘Modern’ preoccupation with form. Yves 
Klein’s (1928 – 1962) focus on immateriality for his artistic process built on earlier esoteric/ 
abstract interrogations of ‘form.’ These provided the theoretical ground necessary to propel 
Klein’s investigation into ‘phenomena’ that remains early evidence of artistic exploration of 
‘perception’ and ‘reality.’ It can be said here that ‘phenomena’ is yet another ‘form,’ which in 
relation to addressing these concepts, Klein produced works of art and performances pre-
empting Warhol’s (1928 – 1987) approach to modernism using common American products 
with his Brillo Boxes (1962). 74 Klein in his Manifeste de l'Hotel Chelsea: 
                                                
74  Klein was a practicing Rosicrucian, while Warhol was a devout Catholic who, by some reports, 
attended Mass on a daily basis. It is certain he attended Mass every Sunday. I assert that Warhol was the 
last formal Modernist. His work engaged in exploring the same questions, and more explicitly, by 
presenting a body of work that illustrated the challenge and paradox of esoteric Materialism. By returning 
  
39 
 
 I made the flames lick the surface of the painting in such a way that it recorded the  
 spontaneous traces of the fire. But what is it that provokes in me this pursuit of the  
 impression of fire? Why must I search for its traces? Because every work of creation,  
 quite apart from its cosmic position, site the representation of a pure phenomenology- 
 every phenomenon manifests itself of its own accord. This manifestation is always distinct 
 from form, and is the essence of the immediate, the trace of the immediate.75  
 
 Artists and intellectuals exploring abstract territory were immersed in the challenge to 
communicate an esoteric landscape of thoughts, feelings, and concepts of unseen locations 
set in grander compositions of ‘reality.’ Art Historian William C. Seitz stated: 
 
 Before anything else, a work of art should command attention as an energised object. 
 The ideas that engendered it must have been fused with their medium to form a new 
 substance. For this reason it is often wrongly demanded that a painting decant its  
 entire meaning at a glance.76  
 
 It became clear, that while there were many extraordinary minds of influence, no one was 
more influential on Motherwell than Whitehead. His concept of ‘Abstraction’ defined the 
focus and steered Motherwell’s artistic process and approach to the interdisciplinary 
relationships of history, science, religion and art. Art Historian Dore Ashton noted: 
  
 Motherwell remarks that ‘Whitehead describes it beautifully’ and quotes the  
 philosopher: ‘Creativity is the throbbing emotion of the past hurling itself into a new 
 transcendental fact. It is the flying dart, of which Lucretius speaks, hurled beyond  
 the bounds of knowledge.’ Most often Motherwell's citations of Whitehead refer to 
 the nature of abstraction--that it is an ‘emphasis’ and ‘the higher the degree of  
 abstraction, the lower the degree of complexity.’77 
 
 Narrative aspects of Abstraction were often layered with figurative insinuations the 
artists worked to bury under the surface. For Motherwell: “One of the basic tenets of much 
modernist art was resistance to the embrace of ambiguity--as an aesthetic, ethical, and 
philosophical value.”78 He believed the Symbolists gave birth to the Modern, both Mallarmé 
and Rimbaud claimed Edgar Allan Poe as their precursor, and Baudelaire spent much of his 
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life translating Poe into French. Language usage in America had been changing dramatically 
since the mid-19th century and was rife with Modern complexity, often philosophical, 
psychological and sociological, as well as historical and theological.  
 
 In Motherwell's work there is a continuous tension between abstraction and  
 figuration; between his wanting his pictures to have a “subject” other than painting 
 itself and yet wanting that subject not to be too overt, to remain just below the  
 surface, waiting to be “unhidden” by the viewer.79 
 
Lovejoy’s assessment of “changes in the meanings of words effected changes on ideas” not 
only reflected the period in a nutshell but is key in the investigation of Motherwell and his 
peers, ultimately placing them as partners in the enterprises that formed new and lasting 
‘Modern’ concepts historically. Changes in visual language were no less meaningful. 
Representing the alignment of French intellectual thought at the time Guénon cited Valli:  
 
  ... In all medieval (as opposed to modern) art, ‘what is at stake is the incarnation of an  
 idea, not the idealization of a reality’; we would rather have said ‘a reality of a sensible  
 order’, for an idea is also a reality, and even one of a superior order, this ‘incarnation of an 
 idea’ in a particular form being nothing but symbolism itself.80 
 
In Whitehead’s Lowell lectures: 
 
 Accordingly, we must recur to the method of the school-divinity as explained by the  
 Italian medievalists whom I quoted in the first lecture. We must observe the immediate  
 occasion, and use reason to elicit a general description of its nature. Induction presupposes 
 metaphysics. In other words, it rests upon an antecedent rationalism. You cannot have a  
 rational justification for your appeal to history till your metaphysics has assured you that  
 there is a history to appeal to, and likewise your conjectures as to the future presuppose some 
 basis of knowledge that there is a future already subjected to some determinations. The  
 difficulty is to make sense of either of these ideas.81 
 
 Changes in discourse also provided the opportunity for the private evolution of 
religious beliefs (eschewing any likeness to the uncomfortable in your face evangelical 
missionary activities in America), while publicly this accommodated diametrically opposed 
world-views in kind with secular tenets. Twenty-first Century post-postmodernist calls for 
tolerance still poses the hierarchical question: Who’s tolerating whom? While debate was 
robust, Motherwell, his mentors and peers sought more than philosophical tolerance 
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(academic, political, religious) as they agreed to disagree and accommodate revolutionary 
differences between ideas and concepts, which were characteristically challenging as produce 
of both traumatic and creatively fecund times. This growing example of acceptance and 
accommodation provided some with a humanist answer to the prejudices of wars and every 
society’s own schisms and bigotry. Pamela Smart’s Sacred Modern: Faith, Activism and 
Aesthetics in the Menil Collection cites the Collection’s own claims for the Rothko Chapel 
and Menil Foundations’ own programs: 
 
  ... to provide a place of worship, a place of meditation and prayer for people to gather and 
 explore spiritual bonds common to all, to discuss human problems of world wide interest,  
 and also share a spiritual experience, each loyal to his belief, each respectful of the beliefs of 
 others” (Barnes 1989, 108). The Rothko Chapel became, as Susan Barnes reports, “the  
 world’s first broadly ecumenical center, a holy place open to all religions and belonging to 
 none.”82 
 
Smart’s book covers the dilemma of the ‘modern’ relationship to person, world, and the 
spiritual dimension while meeting various forms of intense opposition. The reception given 
to 20th century modernism in art, and in particular Abstract Expressionism (then and now) 
enjoys less praise than ridicule. The public’s difficulty with unfamiliar thought and imagery 
reveals humanity’s vulnerability, throughout history, to what Hughes called The Shock of 
the New.83 When any zeitgeist manifests to challenge the status quo, the language used for 
the method of its introduction will either help or hinder the momentum of that historic 
event. Art shares this cataclysmic potential because it is the language where the world sees 
the changes to everyday life. As Mohanty posed in his essay on “Language and Reality:” 
 
 ‘How is language related to reality?’ and ‘Is language a suitable medium for knowing 
 reality?’  ... By ‘reality’ is sometimes meant real things, events, facts and persons which go to 
 constitute what we in common parlance call the real world. But ‘reality’ is also sometimes 
 especially in metaphysical discourse, taken to mean ultimate or metaphysical reality in which 
 case it denotes something that stands behind and beyond the world of things and persons  
 which is but its appearance. 84 
 
Mohanty included a passage from Harold H. Joachim’s The Nature of Truth, which offered 
an esoteric basis for ‘Conceptual’ and ‘Postmodernist’ art following Abstract Expressionism, 
through an example of its former roots in Modernist thought:  
 
                                                
82  Pamela Smart, Sacred Modern: Faith, Activism and Aesthetics in the Menil Collection (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 2011), 108. 
83  Robert Hughes, The Shock of the New (New York: Knopf, 1991). 
84  Jitendranath (J. N.) Mohanty, “Chapter IV: Language & Reality,” in Phenomenology and Ontology 
(1968-70), (The Hague, Netherlands: Martinus Nijhoff, 1970), 61. 
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 “Anything is true,” writes Joachim … “And to be ‘conceivable’ means to be a 
 ‘significant whole’, or a whole possessed of meaning for thought.” And with this the  
 reducing of the concept of truth to that of meaning is complete ... Joachim’s theory  
 may safely be set aside on the ground that the false is as much conceivable as the true,  
 and if the theory may still seek to maintain itself it must be by giving to the notions of 
 meaning and truth connotations far beyond what their ordinary uses imply.85 
 
Jung’s Transformation Symbolism in the Mass provided insight into the general difficulties 
of the period: 
 
 The development of modern consciousness has made it emancipated enough to forget its  
 dependence on the unconscious psyche [Ger. Seele]. It is not a little proud of this   
 emancipation, but it overlooks the fact that although it has apparently got rid of the  
 unconscious it has become the victim of its own verbal concepts. [...] Our dependence on  
 words is so strong that a philosophical brand of “existentialism” had to restore the balance 
 by pointing to a reality that exists in spite of words ... One can be- and is- just as dependent 
 on words as on the unconscious. Man’s advance toward the Logos was a great achievement, 
 but he must pay for it with a loss of instinct and loss of reality to the degree that he remains 
 in primitive dependence on mere words. Because words are substitutes for things, which of 
 course they cannot be in reality, they take on intensified forms, become eccentric, outlandish, 
 stupendous ... 86 
  
This placed artists at a philosophical advantage, and painterly abstraction prepared 
Motherwell for the challenge of overcoming some of the inadequacies of both non-visual 
and representational language in more traditional forms.  
 
 All my life I’ve been working on the work -- every canvas a sentence or paragraph of it.  
 Each picture is only an approximation of what you want. That's the beauty of being an 
 artist; you can never make the absolute statement, but the desire to do so as an 
 approximation keeps you going.87 
 
In Robert Motherwell: Early Collages (published to accompany the Guggenheim Museum 
exhibition in 2013), 88 Motherwell is “The Theorist” in Susan Davidson’s essay confirming 
his enduring academic reputation, influence and value. As an editor, contributor, and 
“founder of the ‘Documents of Modern Art’ series (later renamed the Documents of 
Twentieth-Century Art) Motherwell gave modern artists a voice when very few people 
                                                
85 Ibid. 
86  Madness and Civilization: An Anthology blog entry. 
http://ahistoryofthepresentananthology.blogspot.com.au/2013/06/psychology-and-religion-by-carl-
jung.html (accessed 12 February 2014). 
87  Grace Glueck, “Robert Motherwell, Master of Abstract, Dies,” The New York Times, July 18, 1991, 
Archives. http://www.nytimes.com/1991/07/18/obituaries/robert-motherwell-master-of-abstract-dies.html 
88  Susan Davidson, Brandon Taylor, Megan M. Fontanella, Jeffrey Warda, Robert Motherwell: Early 
Collages (New York: The Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, 2013). 
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understood their theories or work.” Motherwell spoke of this series when discussing the 
writings of artists: 
 
 They are often ignorant of, or indifferent to, other contemporary expressions. They  
 stack history as much as they can, often in a shocking manner. ... Yet there is some  
 sense--one that I cannot adequately formulate--in which the statements of artists   
 themselves constitute the literature that is most inspiring to others, and especially younger 
 artists, as though dreams related were a more direct route to another’s mind than an analysis 
 of behaviour; and it is young artists and poets, not scholars or historians, whose wants I have 
 had in mind in editing the Documents of Modern Art series.89 
 
 Meyer Schapiro, an overtly political influence, was active in the Artists’ Union and 
the American Artists’ Congress. Patricia Hills in “1936: Meyer Schapiro Art Front and the 
Popular Front” included the role of intellectuals at the time, outlined by artist Louis 
Lozowick as a result of “one book project meeting in 1930 of the John Reed Club Party 
Members and fellow-travellers articulated what it meant to be an intellectual at the time: 
 
 a.  The intellectual formulates and crystallyses, interprets the motivating forces at work in  
      any age. He thinks writes, paints, etc. his feelings about the society in which he lives.  
 b.  In this sense, intellectuals are the chroniclers and interpreters of the movement of       
      events.  
 c.  They feel the currents and forces underlying movements before those currents and       
      forces reach the surface, and through their arts and letters bring them to public attention.  
 d.  In a very real sense, therefore, intellectuals may be pioneers and forerunners.”90 
 
 Dore Ashton’s introduction to the painter William Seitz’s Abstract Expressionist 
Painting in America, noted: “Seitz accepted the grand tradition, rooted in the Renaissance, 
that held that an artist is an intellectual and that painting is a form of knowledge. He saw no 
reason, he wrote to his dealer, to separate the humanist scholar from the artist.”91 Ashton 
continued by presenting Seitz’s belief that “respect for the inner timelessness of any 
exceptional work of art” be properly acknowledged because in his own words: 
 
                                                
89  Jack Flam, Katy Rogers, and Tim Clifford editors, "Introduction: Robert Motherwell at Work," 
Robert Motherwell A Catalogue Raisonné: 1941-1991 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 22. 
90  Patricia Hills, “1936: Meyer Schapiro, ‘Art Front,’ and the Popular Front,” Oxford Art Journal, Vol. 
17, No. 1, Meyer Schapiro (1994), 30-41. Note: For a considered look at Schapiro’s relationship with 
Communism, the John Reed Club and other political entities, see Andrew Hemingway, “Meyer Schapiro 
and Marxism in the 1930s.” Oxford Art Journal, Vol. 17, No. 1, 1994, 13-29. 
http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy2.library.usyd.edu.au/stable/10.2307/1360472? 
91  William C. Seitz, Abstract Expressionist Painting in America (Cambridge, MA: National Gallery of 
Art, 1983), 164. Note: From Seitz’s Princeton dissertation in 1955, xv. 
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 In the eyes of the world, they never cease to change. But once objectified, they have a  
 timelessness; they become independent stimuli in a new relationship to the history of ideas.92 
 
Here, Seitz, as a painter and art historian, places the intellectual and visual capability of not 
only literature but painting as a language of ideas of essential importance with lasting ideas. 
Hills’ paper described Meyer Schapiro’s insight into the historical relationship within art, the 
History of Ideas, and society: 
 
 The conception of art as purely aesthetic and individual can exist only where culture has 
 been detached from practical and collective interests and is supported by individuals alone. 
 The class of people who support and patronise art determines the character of the art. 
 Schapiro elaborates the process – and describes the art of the late 19th century when typical 
 patrons came from the urban rentier class of consumers, not producers ... For this individual 
 the world is a spectacle, a source of novel pleasant sensations, or a field in which he may 
 realise his ‘individuality’, through art, through sexual intrigue and the most varied, but  
 nonproductive, mobility.93 
 
 Schapiro’s conviction that an artist conscious of this process is “emboldened to 
change and to join the struggle” influenced Motherwell during his early years in New York: 
 
 Artists who are concerned with the world around them ... these artists cannot   
 permanently devote themselves to a painting committed to the aesthetic moments of  
 life, to spectacles designed for passive, detached individuals, or to an art of the studio  
 (Schapiro).94  
 
 Motherwell’s response: To combine the artistic life within the response to historical 
and social causes, both in view and from the “spiritual underground.” This was not played 
out purely within Marxist formalities.95 As Schapiro delineated in his essay “Nature of 
Abstract Art:”  
 
 What was once considered monstrous now became pure form and pure expression, the 
 aesthetic evidence that in art feeling and thought are prior to the represented world. The art 
 of the whole world was now available on a single unhistorical and universal plane as a 
 panorama of the formalizing energies of man.96 
                                                
92  Ibid.  
93 Op.cit. 
94 Op.cit. 
95  In James Elkins forward to “Essay on Eduardo Kac” he cites Motherwell in relation to Kac as 
historians: “This is an unusual book, because Kac has participated in the movements he discusses. He is 
an artist and also, at times, an historian. The combination is rare. A comparison might be made to Robert 
Motherwell, except that as an historian he was more concerned with surrealism than the art of his own 
generation: he separated documentation from creation in a way that Kac does not.” 
https://www.academia.edu/163432/Essay_on_Eduardo_Kac (accessed 24 March 2014). 
96  Meyer Schapiro, “Nature of Abstract Expressionism,” from “Nature of Abstract Art,” Marxist 
Quarterly 1 (1937): 77-98 [includes a critique of Alfred Barr's Cubism],1937. 
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But Motherwell’s agreement with Schapiro’s vision of the role of the artist was not wholly 
acceptable as “Motherwell came to view the prospect of socialism as incompatible with the 
supposed freedom of the artist. He justified his abandonment of explicitly left-wing views by 
claiming that: “The middle-class is decaying, and as a conscious entity the working-class 
does not exist.”97 What hope he saw lay in the activity of the individual, the artist. 
Defending the trend toward increasing abstraction in art, Motherwell argued that: “Now 
artists especially value personal liberty because they do not find positive liberties in the 
concrete character of the modern state.” When Motherwell stated: “No synthesized view of 
reality has replaced religion. Science is not a view, but a method,” it was a situation many 
worked separately together to rectify. Whitehead, speaking as mathematician and 
philosopher:   
 No science can be more secure than the unconscious metaphysics which tacitly it   
 presupposes. The individual thing is necessarily a modification of its environment, and 
 cannot be understood in disjunction. All reasoning, apart from some metaphysical reference, 
 is vicious.98  
 
 Motherwell’s declaration that the ‘Enlightenment’ had not replaced religion was a 
clear statement of which side he was on. Bacon’s ‘disenchantment of the world’ was not 
wholly relevant to the self-styled menage à trois Motherwell experienced throughout both 
his prodigious intellectual and artistic output: 1) A definitive correlation of ‘art’ with 
‘feeling,’ and 2) The willingness to be both controlling (through analysis and critical 
thought), and 3) Openly submissive through the psychic automatism of Matta and the 
Surrealists.  
 
 The method of psychic automatism, or “artful scribbling,” as Mr. Motherwell came to  
 call it, involved a kind of free association in which the pen or brush was allowed to wander 
 on a surface, undirected by the conscious mind. “You let the brush take over and in a  
 way follow its own head, and in the brush doing what it’s doing, it will stumble on what one 
 couldn’t by oneself,” was Mr. Motherwell's description of the process. It helps to fracture 
 one's social self-deceptions.99 
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98  Alfred North Whitehead, Adventures of Ideas (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1933), 197. 
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 It is likely Motherwell came across René Guénon's (1886-1951) The Crisis of the 
Modern World in the original French. Representing Motherwell’s affinity for France, the 
selection of Guénon balanced the focus on men who grappled with the experience and 
effects of materialism on both sides of the Atlantic. What the Swiss Arp believed, the French 
Guénon also asserted:  
 
 A word that rose to honour at the time of the Renaissance, and that summarised in  
 advance the whole program of modern civilisation is ‘humanism’ ... the first form of  
 what has subsequently become contemporary secularism; and, owing to its desire to reduce 
 everything to the measure of man as an end in himself, modern civilisation has sunk stage by 
 stage until it has reached the level of the lowest elements in man and aims at little more than 
 satisfying the needs inherent in the material side of his nature, an aim that is in any case 
 quite illusory since it constantly creates more artificial needs than it can satisfy … 100 
 
“Distortions in Modern Philosophy” in The Great Triad (concerned with the symbolism of 
the Far-Eastern Tradition of ‘Heaven, Earth, Man,’ T’ien-Ti-Jen) continued Guénon’s former 
considerations: 
 
 At the start of modern philosophy, Bacon still considered the three terms God, Man  
 and Nature as representing three distinct objects of knowledge, and so divided 
 ‘philosophy’ into three major sections corresponding to these terms ... by and large it was 
 still only a question of ‘proportion’. It was left for the nineteenth century to produce a  
 distortion of this particular ternary ... the so-called ‘law of the three states’ ... Comte’s  
 fundamental error in this case was to suppose that, regardless of the specific kinds of  
 speculation to which man has applied himself, he has always had only one aim in mind:  
 the explanation of natural phenomena. 101 
 
 Guénon wrote of Comte’s association of the metaphysical as nothing more than 
merging it with Nature and the various sciences, which lead to the science of Man, or of 
Humanity seeing “the culmination and final achievement in what he called the ‘religion of 
Humanity.’”102  Motherwell and his Modernist peers swam defiantly against this tide of 
scientific predominance by returning to myth, metaphysics, religion and universal concepts 
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of Truth that existed prior to the Enlightenment without chucking Science overboard. They 
believed this allowed greater insight into humanity beyond empiricism, materialism and 
what the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory “set out to do” during WWII. As stated in the 
preface to their privately circulated “Dialectic of Enlightenment: ... From now on matter was 
finally to be controlled without the illusion of immanent powers or hidden properties.”103  
Many artists and intellectuals of the Modern era had other plans to assail overt material 
hegemony back onto itself. Opposition was assured then and prevails now, because this 
manifests opposition to society’s value dependence almost solely on continuous market 
growth.104 If there appears to be artistic or intellectual ‘produce’ that escapes this 
framework, the very awareness of its existence confirms society’s tacit approval, and thus its 
service to the Capitalist system, albeit increasingly in a cosmetic style of the anarchic. The 
latter proving that regardless of growing financial inequity, democratic freedom is alive and 
well.  
 Anonymity, or the ‘isolation of the artist’ Motherwell spoke of in relation to the 
rejection of bourgeoisie values, is the only absolute rejection of the increasing preoccupation 
with materialism these Moderns challenged. In Art and Its Double Harold Rosenberg 
addressed art in 1969:  
 
 … global in both conception and transmission” (which was experiencing) one of the  
 new problems of art is the power of quantity to determine value in art as a medium.  
 The number of times an artist is mentioned and his work reproduced or shown becomes the 
 measure of his importance. Circulation is in itself a merit beyond discussion.105  
 
 Guénon continued his dissection of materialism in The Reign of Quantity the Signs of 
the Times106 specifically concerned with the alterations of all things traditional (both esoteric 
and exoteric), with due concern for the latter. His texts are, however, critical of the 
modernist renovations in ideas affecting processes that the persons of our paper’s interest are 
responsible for as purveyors of their understanding across their areas of endeavour. Guénon 
acknowledged that individuals at the time of this unparalleled cultural materialism thought 
themselves to be responding within the materialist culture with positive intent, while Guénon 
delineated the traps one often fell into. Many artists at the time responded by withdrawal 
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from the marketplace while continuing a personal artistic and spiritual search aided by their 
own esoteric expression of Christianity (Arp). Whitehead shared Guénon’s concerns in 
“From Force to Persuasion” on the development of economics “affected by the moralising 
tendency of the class mainly concerned.” Speaking on mid-nineteenth century England, 
Whitehead offered: 
 
 In this instance their individualistic doctrine of society, combined with their   
 presupposition that respectable men and women are mainly engaged in safeguarding all  
 details of their commercial interests, led them to neglect questions of prevalent fact. In the 
 study of ideas, it is necessary to remember that insistence on hard-headed clarity issues from 
 sentimental feeling, as it were a mist, cloaking the perplexities of fact. Insistence on clarity at 
 all costs is based on sheer superstition as to the mode in which human intelligence functions. 
 Our reasonings grasp at straws for premises and float on gossamers for deductions.107  
  
Spreading across the classes, a new emphasis on material property and quantity was 
seducing the masses, while for Modern era intellectuals and artists this was strange and 
unrecognisable. Herbert Read's essays for The Philosophy of Modern Art (1951) began by 
quoting Paul Klee’s “Modern Epoch in Art:” 
 
 The heart that beat for this world has been almost extinguished in me. It is as though my 
 only bond with ‘these’ things were memory ... One relinquishes this world and builds into a 
 region beyond, a region which can be all affirmation. The cool romanticism of this style  
 without pathos is astounding. (1915) 108 
 
Read continued: 
 In discussing the origins of naturalism in the Middle Ages, Max Dvorak warned us  
 against the folly of trying to fix a specific ‘beginning’ to anything so underground as  
 the first growth of an artistic style, the modern movement in art, which in general is a  
 reversal of the (Naturalism) movement ... offers no exception to this rule.109 
 
  Water into water cross-pollination flowed between the Modern artists and the 
intellectuals in whose company they kept: “Its origins are extremely obscure, and, like roots, 
proceed from different levels and contradictory directions.” With the critic’s view of 
Surrealism after the advent of Abstract Expressionism, Herbert Read wrote on Surrealism 
and the Romantic Principle and reluctantly, while addressing the terms romanticism and 
classicism, suggested the basis for the battle that Modern artists, and intellectuals faced at 
the time:  
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  ... surrealism has settled it. So long as romanticism and classicism were considered as  
 alternative attitudes, rival camps, professions of faith, an interminable struggle was in  
 prospect with the critics as profiteers. (What) surrealism claims to do is to resolve the  
 conflict ... but by liquidating classicism, by showings its complete irrelevance, its anaesthetic 
 effect, its contradiction of the creative impulse. Classicism, let it be stated without further  
 preface, represents for us now, and has always represented, the forces of oppression.  
 Classicism is the intellectual counterpart of political tyranny.110 
 
 Read’s assessment of Surrealism’s attack on classicism is kept alive through 
institutional focus (museum exhibitions, collections, publications and academic curriculum) 
and marketplace designations of variant classicism as proof of a free-market. Read’s 
classicism remains applicable to institutions of art, knowledge, and power: 
 
 It was so in the ancient world and in the medieval empires; it was renewed to express the  
 dictatorships of the Renaissance and has ever since been the official creed of capitalism.  
 Wherever the blood of martyrs stains the ground, there you will find a Doric column or  
 perhaps a statue of Minerva. Academic critics have not been unaware of this alignment, but 
 have united of course, to give living colours to the corpse they have embalmed.111 
 
Adorno described the paradoxical position of artists like Motherwell thus:  
 
 Art becomes social by its opposition to society, and it occupies this position only as  
 autonomous art. By crystallising in itself as something unique to itself, rather than complying 
 with existing social norms and qualifying as ‘socially useful,’ it criticises society by merely  
 existing, for which puritans of all stripes condemn it… Art’s a-sociality is the   
 determinate negation of a determinate society.112 
 
 In conclusion, Motherwell and his peers were unafraid of being harmed by either 
history or Formalism, and conditioned by the catastrophic experiences of childhood and 
Depression Era wartime, while driving new movements in 20th century art beyond the literal 
facade of modern life in search of more. Klee had simply put it thus: “Art does not 
reproduce the visible; rather, it makes visible.” Just what it was they made visible presented 
another challenge: How to transform material into total abstraction and reveal the 
immaterial at the same time.  
 
 
                                                
110 Ibid. 
111 Ibid.  
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We’re in the age of denial of everything but physical existence. The thing we’ve got to fight for is 
humanism—it’s the highest thing we know; we can’t mechanise ourselves out of existence. 
Mark Tobey, painter- the Northwest School.113 
 
 
The most profound theme that can occupy the mind of man - the problem on whose solution science, art, 
the bases and pursuits of nations, and everything else, including intelligent human happiness (here today, 
1882, New York, Texas, California, the same as all times, all lands), subtly and finally resting, depends 
for competent outset and argument, is doubtless involved in the query: What is the fusing explanation and 
tie – what the relation between the (radical, democratic) Me, the human identity of understanding, 
emotions, spirit, etc., on the one side, of and with the (conservative) Not Me, the whole of the material 
objective universe and laws, with what is behind them in time and space, on the other side? 
Walt Whitman - Specimen Days (1882)114 
 
 
This is the Universe. Big—isn’t it? 
Big Audio Dynamite, (1989)115 
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 In the United States ‘esoteric’ religious knowledge was for intellectuals and 
theologians, not the parishioner or common man.116 Throughout the century that gave birth 
to modernism, parochial Christianity was questioned and radically transformed by internal 
events (Third Great Awakening) as well as global influences (Spiritualism, Theosophy) both 
in and outside of believing households, the churches, and seminaries. The century’s progress 
culminated with William James’ substantial “Pragmatic Metaphysics” continued by 
Whitehead:117 
 
 James hints at his religious concerns in his earliest essays and in The Principles, but they 
 become more explicit in The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy (1897), 
 Human Immortality: Two Supposed Objections to the Doctrine (1898), The Varieties of 
 Religious Experience (1902) and A Pluralistic Universe (1909). James oscillated between 
 thinking that a “study in human nature” such as Varieties could contribute to a “Science of 
 Religion” and the belief that religious experience involves an altogether supernatural 
 domain, somehow inaccessible to science but accessible to the individual human subject.118 
 
 This was expanded further through artistic and intellectual efforts that forced an 
assessment from various social arenas. The theatre provided the stage to present dangerous 
ideas and cultural undercurrents. What was too volatile, or revolutionary to be given the full 
light of day was put in a spotlight, masked as entertainment, and thus made suitable for 
post-performance discussion and debate. Thornton Wilder (1897–1975), whose novels (1) 
and stage plays (2) garnered 3 Pulitzer Prizes, elucidated his ‘modern’ concerns by penning 
explicitly American classics. Heaven’s My Destination was written in 1935, beginning with 
an increasingly common confrontation of the day when Wilder created the character of 
George Brush, a college educated evangelist, to illustrate society's increasingly bitter 
response:  
 
Brother, can I talk to you about the most important thing in life? to which the man  
 responds “If it’s insurance, I got too much, if it’s oil wells, I don’t touch ‘em, and if  
 it’s religion, I’m saved ... I’m saved from making a goddam fool of myself in public  
 places. I’m saved, you little peahen, from putting my head into other people’s business.  
                                                
116  “The Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life released a study last year that found 20 percent of 
Americans say they have no religious affiliation, an increase from 15 percent in the last five years. Pew 
researchers stressed, however, that the category also encompassed majorities of people who said they 
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11/10/13. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/11/10/atheist-mega-church_n_4252360.html (accessed 30 
May 2014). 
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So shut your damn face and get out of here, or I’ll rip your tongue out of your throat. 119 
 
 This addressed an ‘evangelism’ whose roots had pre-formed colonial America and 
continued to play a significant role in defining the nation’s religious identity, traditionally as 
well as creating an impetus for less aggressive expressions of faith. The presence of new 
denominations (Mormon, Seventh Day Adventist), interpretive cults, and new religions 
expanded the landscape under the secular banner to include the dynamic rejection of 
organised religion through ‘spiritual’ alternatives, and the ecstatic agnostic and atheist 
experiences evolving today. Wilder’s Our Town (1938) and The Skin of Our Teeth (1942) 
were demonstrations of American attitudes towards life and death while including religion in 
sober tones. A widening mélange of ‘religious’ expression and belief was moulded 
throughout the turbulent experiences of Modernity, particularly during the Great 
Depression/Dustbowl Drought era in America when evangelist numbers would swell and 
door-to-door Bible, Fuller Brush and insurance salesmen attempted to keep the wolf from 
the door en masse. Enacted on stage Wilder’s esoteric metaphors answered issues of 
dogmatic confinement, which were addressed by intellectuals, writers, and artists in the 
vicinity of Dada, Surrealism, Abstract Expressionism (and lingered on sporadically through 
Minimalism and Conceptualism). 
 Dada’s role was a significant one that Motherwell preserved as editor of The Dada 
Painters and Poets: An Anthology. Hugo Ball (1886-1927), the German who extended the 
scope of his Catholicism as Dada artist, author, poet, actor and co-founder of the Cabaret 
Voltaire in Zurich, wrote the 1916 Dada Manifesto. The Dada Movement’s persistent 
identification with nihilism denies its’ artists who engaged a spiritual role through their 
work. These artists revealed much deeper sentiments were behind inconsistent anarchistic 
allusions, and eschews the desire to present this movement solely from a secular point of 
view. Jean Arp wrote: 
 
 Today only a few dreamers continue to sacrifice their lives for the sake of clarity. They eat 
 badly and sleep on hard beds. They suffer heat and cold. But when the wings of light flutter 
 round them all the misery of their lives falls off, and in their bare cells they sing and proclaim 
 the real suns, the real life. Dada was more than a kettledrum, a big noise and a joke. Dada 
 protested against the stupidity and vanity of mankind. Among the Dadaists there were  
 martyrs and believers, who sacrificed their lives in the search for life and beauty. Ball was  
 one of these great dreamers. He dreamed and believed in poetry and the image.120 
 
Ball’s own words from the anthology in “Dada Fragments (1916-1917):” 
                                                
119  Wilder’s youngest sister, Janet Wilder Dakin, earned her B.A. 1933, M.A. 1935 at Mt. Holyoke 
College where Motherwell delivered his 1944 lecture. 
120  Jean Arp, “Dreamers,” in Arp: On my way poetry and essays: 1912-1947 (New York: Wittenborn, 
Schultz, Inc., 1948), 37. 
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 The Dadaist trusts more in the sincerity of events than in the wit of persons. To him  
 persons may be had cheaply, his own person not excepted. He no longer believes in  
 the comprehension of things from one point of departure, but is nevertheless convinced  
 of the union of all things, of totality, to such an extent that he suffers from dissonances to 
 the point of self-dissolution ... 121 
 
Dada remains a living presence, acknowledged and referenced with regularity from the 
standpoint of amusement and social commentary. In The New Yorker Sasha Frere-Jones’ 
article on musician Beck (Hansen) cites this continuation: “His first commercial success was 
“Loser,” in 1993, a song that seemed like a loving translation of a rap tune from English 
into Dada.”122 Today, movements of the past provide little more than fad references in the 
continuous shuffling of pastiche. As American art critic Jed Perl gave notice in Magicians & 
Charlatans: “ ... with the rapacity of our new Gilded Age, and with the nihilism of an art 
market eager to dress each and every new trend in a few moth-eaten costumes from the 
trunk labeled Dadaism.”123 This feeds into what Motherwell shared was his teaching style: 
 
 You know, I taught them about Stravinsky, about Picasso, about Joyce, about Mondrian, 
 about the Surrealists, about the Dadaists, about Whistler, about John Marin, about Eakins, 
 about I don't know what, to give them the sense that they were living in the midst of one of 
 the most absorbing moments in the history of human culture and it would be fascinating to 
 be aware of it and participate in it and follow it all one's life.124 
 
 In Europe, where the value and importance of the arts is understood with a degree of 
historical certainty, Dada could shake the art world to awaken it to new possibilities, 
cautioning of materialism’s challenge in ways confusing to nations where the arts still had a 
value to prove. This context was beyond comprehension in America where art did not have 
a well-established value of its own. As a result, Dada concepts seemed purely destructive 
outside of a European context. Regardless of intent or response, Europeans accept the Arts 
integral presence in national culture and identity. Europeans (particularly the French) were 
historically primed for the matches of ridicule that often accompanied Dada’s artistic 
approach to ironic socio-political jests. As for America—much got lost in the translation. 
Aside from minority audiences in New York and Chicago, America met these movements 
with a rebuttal that contrasted her reputation for expansive personal experience, 
                                                
121  Robert Motherwell, editor, “Hugo Ball,” in The Dada Painters and Poets Anthology (Harvard 
University Press, 1981), 51. 
122  Sasha Frere-Jones, “A New Voice: Beck puts it all together,” The New Yorker, 17 & 24 February 
2014, 82.  
123  Jed Perl, “Laissez-faire Aesthetics,” in Magicians & Charlatans (New York: Eakins Press Foundation,  
2012), 13. 
124  Virginia Billeaud Anderson, “Notes on Robert Motherwell,” The Great God Pan Is Dead, 15 
November 2013.  http://www.thegreatgodpanisdead.com/2013/11/notes-on-robert-motherwell.html 
(accessed 20 March 2014). 
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understanding, and reinterpretation--all forming the environment to reinvent one’s self and 
future. Likely most detractors had their fill of trauma and instability from at home and 
abroad, feeling too overwhelmed by these genres uncertainty of meaning to become engaged. 
As is often the case in the best of times, challenges to intellectual or physical habits (at any 
level) are resisted, or become influences in isolation first (Motherwell). Indeed, many new 
movements percolate in the seclusion of the fringe, emerging after society becomes 
accustomed to those ideas leaking onto the central scene from the underground. In all cases, 
a total isolation is not possible. T.S. Eliot explained this paradox in Notes Towards 
Definition of a Culture: 
 
The culture of the individual cannot be isolated from that of the group, and that the  
 culture of the group cannot be abstracted from that of the whole society and that our  
 notion of ‘perfection’ must take all three senses of ‘culture’ into account at once. The  
 individuals of a tribe may have separate functions- of which the most peculiar are those  
of the king and the witch-doctor- it is only at a much further stage that religion, science,  
 politics and art become abstractly conceived as apart from each other (1943).125        
                                                                                  
Giles Gunn’s reference to Eliot’s position was that it “scarcely needs repeating:”  
 
What does need to be borne in mind ... is that Eliot insisted upon the necessity of   
 theological discrimination by Christian readers ... Whether they know it or not, Eliot  
 maintained, writers intend to affect the whole of our being and not just some selected  
 aspect of it ... we in turn respond with the whole of our being even when we think  
 our reactions are simply a matter of training or temperament. Thus Eliot’s plea for a  
 criticism written from a self-conscious and defensible religious position on the   
 assumption that the two, finally, cannot be kept apart.126   
 
For Gunn: “ … there is no way of completely segregating our moral and metaphysical 
judgments from our literary ones” confirming the capacity for these artists’ mission through 
visual literature of image/form at the time. After a millennium of depicting suffering 
primarily as representational, artists now responded to the traumatic experience of the world 
with the move from literal representation into imaging ‘feelings’ and ‘dreams’ in its place.   
K. Carl stated evidence for Modernist contributors’ motivation: 
 
 ... These writers were not threatened by shellfire, but by a society fixated upon war. They 
 were helpless to participate in events which were remote from them, but so was the soldier 
 helpless while caught up in these events. They could not represent war realistically because 
                                                
125 T.S. Eliot, Notes Towards Definition of a Culture (faber and faber: Kindle edition), loc. 225. Note: 
Critical treatise, which originally appeared as a series of articles in New England Weekly in 1943, and 
published in book form in 1948. 
126  Giles Gunn, The Interpretation of Otherness: Literature, Religion and the American Imgaination 
(Oxford University Press, 1979), 19. 
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 they had not witnessed it, but realism is an inadequate technique for representing what is too 
 extreme and immense to be grasped by an individual subject. Their lack of physical injury  
 was a consequence of their distance from the violence, but this condition mirrors that of the 
 traumatised soldier, who could not locate his wounds externally and was victim to an  
 injury inside his mind.127   
 
The dreams, nightmares and limbo themes that populated the Surrealist space were 
able to accommodate an interpretive view of the surrounding trauma while utilising the 
concepts of Freud, James and Jung. New visual languages employed the tools of 
psychoanalytic themes as Dadaists, Surrealists and Abstract Expressionists converted the 
landscape of the blank canvas to bear witness to the psyche itself. Williams James The 
Principles of Psychology (1890), Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams (1900) and The Ego 
and the Id (1923), and Carl Jung’s exploration of the Psychology of Individuation (1921) 
and the “collective unconscious,” all reverberated through the artists and intellectuals of the 
time and remain critical influences for all Modern artists since. Ashton shared that: 
“Specifically Motherwell’s writings on “The Creative Use of the Unconscious” express his 
exposure to the Jungian emphasis on creativity.” 
 
The construction of a myth that was in part true is strengthened from another side. 
 Motherwell was always to stress the importance of Freud. He himself had written on the 
 psychoanalytic interpretation of Eugene O’Neill in college, and would discuss Joyce’s Ulysses 
 in Freudian terms, but he was, for a while equally fascinated by Jung.128  
 
Chris Hartney's “Of Séance and Surrealism, Poetry and Crisis” speaks to that time: 
 
It was a free-fall in thought trying to connect with something profound ... deep  
 within the self: a profounder self that had been revealed by Freud and battered and 
 traumatised by war, death, and confusions.                                                         
 
Hartney then draws our attention to an: 
 
... Amelioration of extremes, which is a regular theme in writings at this time is very 
 Ch’an Buddhist in tone: suggesting that high and low, the real and the imaginary and even 
 the division between life and death itself should not be seen as opposites but reconciled - this 
 was also a central aim in the spiritualist pursuit. With the recent dead of Europe’s battlefields 
 still strong in the collective mind, the trend to spiritualism and séance became ever more 
                                                
127  Dr. Krockel Carl, War Trauma and English Modernism: T.S. Eliot and D.H. Lawrence and German 
Culture (England: Palgrave and Macmillian, 2011).  
128  Mary Ann Caws, Robert Motherwell (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), 89-90. 
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 popular. This is not surprising when we consider Western Spiritualism’s early development 
 took place in the aftermath of another war; the Civil War of America.129 
  
Mark Tobey, a Northwest School of Abstract Expressionism painter, remarked on 
the more traditional work of Edward Hopper: 
 
 ... whose factual poetry translated to him ‘the loneliness and solitude that is in American 
 psychology, and that thing talked more to me than all those other paintings’ ... I have lived 
 all over America except the South. ... actually lived these damned streets on Sunday where 
 not even a cat is seen. ... Isolationism. But not isolated by continents and water--isolated from 
 spiritual currents.130 
 
In spite of artists being forced into a “spiritual underground” much had altered the 
traditional landscape of religious attractions for the middle class in Motherwell’s lifetime. 
This was not due solely to the collapse of religion as the authority of the ‘State’ or the 
continuing appearance of ‘new religions,’ but through academic and artistic investigations 
unrelated to departments of formal theology. The secular doors had not yet fully closed. 
Jean (Hans) Arp (1886 – 1966) was a founding member of the Dada movement and 
“Cabaret Voltaire” (Zurich) in 1916, and later joined the Surrealist group “Abstraction-
Création.” Committed to the Cologne Circle and Paris Dada while working on various 
publications with Kurt Schwitters, Arp combined his interest in philosophy and psychology 
throughout his life to achieve a synthesis of Surrealism and Abstraction.131  
 
 Man became a childish demiurge, a childish creator. In his meglomania he wanted to create 
 God and the world a second time. A loathsome bickering arose among the demiurges,  
 their disunity grew to hatred. Every painter, every sculptor wanted to be the most 
 astonishing of creators. Anonymity and humility were replaced by fame and artifice. Man 
 has lost his feeling for beauty. He has become unreal. In place of pyramids, temples, 
 cathedrals, he produces deception, appearance, artifice.132 
 
 Of ‘Truths Impossible to Put in Words’: Max Beckmann Contextualised included an 
excerpt from Franz Marc’s “Spiritual Treasures” essay: “That ‘in their views of life,’ 
Cézanne and Picasso “both felt the mystical inner construction, which is the great problem 
                                                
129  Chris Hartney, “Of Seance and Surrealism, Poetry and Crisis” (paper presented at the sixth Australian 
International Religion, Literature and the Arts Conference, (Sydney, Australia, 2002). 
130  William C. Seitz, Mark Tobey (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, dist. by Doubleday & Co., 
1962),16. 
131  Jean Arp, Arp: On my way poetry and essays 1912-1947 (New York: Wittenborn, Schultz, Inc.1948), 
jean-arp.com. dada-companion.com/arp/. 
132  Ibid.,“Deception, appearance, artifice,”35. Note: Arp was influenced by the “Blauer Reiter” (Bloch, 
Feininger, Jawlensky, Kandinsky, Macke, Marcgroup, Münter, Werefkin in Munich (1911 – 1914) 
including Wassily Kandinsky, who went on to help form the “Blue Four” group in 1923, exhibiting in the 
United States (Feininger, Kandinsky, Klee, Jawlensky) after 1924. 
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of our generation.”133 In Washton-Long and Makela’s introduction for the book they noted 
then director of the Museum of Modern Art, Alfred Barr’s:  
 
  ... new emphasis on abstraction and its stylistic evolution was not based on a rejection of 
 national socialist policy alone. His disconnection of art from its religious, social and/or  
 political context, while an outgrowth of rigorous formal training, was ... to protect it from 
 the hatred of the ‘philistines,’ a term he used not only for the Nazis but also for those  
 Communists who would prevent modern art from being seen. 134 
 
Washton-Long and Makela added that pre-eminent essayist and art critic Clement 
Greenberg’s (1906-1994) opposition to representative art at the time was a result of his take 
on “Picasso, Mondrian, Miro, and even Kandinsky and Klee’s ‘pure’ art “uncontaminated 
by mass culture – i.e. kitsch.” Kandinsky wrote:  
 
 The harmony of the age can only be one of opposites and contradiction. Clashing  
 discords, loss of equilibrium, ‘principles’ overthrown, unexpected drumbeats, great  
 questionings, apparently purposeless strivings, stress and longing ... this is our harmony.135  
  
Thomas Harrison’s 1910: The Emancipation of Dissonance proffered that: 
 
 By the early twentieth century Lebensphilosophen (life philosophers) and pragmatists have 
 reduced the conflict to a fundamental opposition between exuberant will and petrifying  
 reason, or soul and spirit. Phenomenologists and language philosophers have separated signs 
 from their meanings, and apparently self-evident facts from values. All this plays a part in 
 the dissonance artists felt called on to harmonise in 1910.  
 
 Schoenberg was both composing and painting while Kandinsky looked to music for 
inspiration. This period firmly valued interdisciplinary creativity in action as much as in 
thought. In Kandinsky’s seminal study published in 1912, On the Spiritual in Art, the 
warring forces are materialism and spirituality.136 In this well-known text, Kandinsky wrote 
that the spirit has begun to awaken, “the soul scarcely has the courage to perceive, doubtful 
whether this light might not itself be a dream, and the circle of blackness, reality.” 
(Kandinsky 1909-11:128). Kandinsky believed that modern culture owed itself to the 
intersection of “Two-related Syndromes: 
                                                
133  Wassily Kandinsky and Franz Marc, The Blaue Reiter Almanac, introduction by Klaus Lankheit, 59. 
134  Rose Carol Washton Long, Maria Makela, Of ‘Truths Impossible to Put in Words’: Max Beckmann 
Contextualised (New York: Viking Press 1974), 17-18. Note: For more on Robert Motherwell and Alfred 
Barr’s activities in support of religious art see Sally M. Promey, “The "Return" of Religion in the 
Scholarship of American Art,” The Art Bulletin, Vol. 85, No. 3 (Sep., 2003), pp. 581-603, Published by: 
College Art Association.  www.jstor.org/stable/3177387 (accessed 17 Mar 2015). 
135  Ibid., 37. 
136 Karl Marx published The Communist Manifesto (1848), the most influential atheist address of 
Materialism (Capitalism), nearly 60 years before Kandinsky's publication, and a century before 
Motherwell’s paper was delivered.  
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1. The destruction of the soulless material life of the nineteenth century, i.e., the collapse of 
those supports of the material [life] that have firmly been regarded as unique, and the 
crumbling and the dissolution of the individual components thereof. 
2. The building-up of the spiritual-intellectual life of the twentieth century, which we too 
experience, and which already manifests and embodies itself in powerful, expressive, and 
definite forms. (Kandinsky 1912a: 256-25)”137  
 
As a result Kandinsky offered the original explanation to be published of the artist’s spiritual 
role in the Modern era. “In a secret, enigmatic, mystic way the true work of art is born out 
of the artist.” Motherwell’s ideas reflected this in his own call to arms three decades later. 
Kandinsky, Motherwell and their peers were concerned with man’s shift from connecting 
humanity to the Divine to exclusively transient preoccupations. Also true to Kandinsky were 
Lovejoy’s ‘great chain of being’ elucidation and Whitehead’s mathematical (Christian) 
Panentheist stratagem. According to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy:  
 
 “Panentheism” is a constructed word composed of the English equivalents of the Greek terms 
 “pan”, meaning all, “en”, meaning in, and “theism”, meaning God … Panentheism seeks to 
 avoid either isolating God from the world as traditional theism often does or identifying God 
 with the world as pantheism does. Traditional theistic systems emphasize the difference 
 between God and the world while panentheism stresses God’s active presence in the world. 
 Pantheism emphasizes God’s presence in the world but panentheism maintains the identity 
 and significance of the non-divine. (Hartshorne and Reese 1953; Cooper, 2006) 
 
 Kandinsky (and Klee’s) beliefs and motivations do locate a primary source of 
Motherwell’s motivations, which left on its own prematurely excludes the broader influences 
that expanded on Concerning the Spiritual in Art for Motherwell’s 1944 paper, not least of 
which was Motherwell’s American experience and point of view. Motherwell participated 
with these men’s ideas by including the long arm of history and reconsidering dramatic 
alterations from 19th and early 20th century perspectives. Returning to Motherwell’s own 
paper: 
  
  ... Modern art has a different face from the past because it has a somewhat different  
 function for the artist in our time. I suppose that the art of far more ancient and “simple”  
 artists expressed something quite different, a feeling of already being at one with the  
 world ... One of the most striking aspects of abstract art’s appearance is her nakedness, an  art 
stripped bare. How many rejections on the part of her artists! Whole worlds - the world  of objects, 
the world of power and propaganda, the world of anecdotes, the world of fetishes and ancestor 
worship ... What new kind of mystique is this, one might ask. For make  no mistake, abstract art 
is a form of mysticism. 
                                                
137  Thomas Harrison, 1910: The Emancipation of Dissonance (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 
1996). http://ark.cdlib.org/ark:/13030/ft5v19n9xh/ (accessed 2 September 2013), 53-60. Note: All 
Harrison & Kandinsky quotes on this page. 
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 Whitehead, who had influenced Robert Motherwell so dramatically on the meaning 
of the ‘Abstract,’ was the critical figure who pushed him to explore this through making 
art.138 Whitehead’s belief that “It is only by drawing the long bow of mysticism that 
evidences for his (God) existence can be collected from our temporal World,” revealed the 
most complete source for Motherwell’s religious perspective. Personal beliefs increasingly 
renovated the individual’s relationship with God and religion. Dewey’s idea of God had 
transformed itself substantially for A Common Faith: “ … condemning both supernatural 
theism and atheism, describing ‘a major alternative way of being religious (that was) open to 
modern men and women’ ... ” Making a distinction between the noun ‘religion’ and the 
adjective ‘religious,’ Dewey’s emphasis on the adjective signified the individual’s experience 
of unseen powers which are the “ideal ends” that are projected in the human imagination. 
Dewey expressed this idea comparably by stating in the broadest terms that “ ... Any activity 
pursued on behalf of an ideal end against obstacles and in spite of threats of personal loss, 
because of conviction of its general and enduring value, is religious in quality.”139 As Dore 
Ashton pointed out “it is through his philosophy (Dewey) that Motherwell learned to 
“regard abstract rhythms as an expression of the inner self.”140 
 Intricacies of language were also of distinct importance to Lovejoy (1873 – 1962) 
who concerned himself with how “changes in the meanings of words effected changes on 
ideas.” New approaches to language are key to the ideologies of any period. For artists, 
Motherwell related: 
 
 The interest in language so dominant in modern art is not an interest in semantics per se:  
 it is a continual interest in making language (whatever the medium) to fit our real feelings 
 better, and even to be able to express true feelings that had never been capable of   
 expression before.141 
 
 Lovejoy had expounded upon the consummate need for collaboration between 
disciplines to build the expansive ‘vision’ necessary to obtain real knowledge in whatever 
direction. In The Revolt Against Dualism essays Lovejoy spoke of “Descartes as dethroned:” 
“It is now demonstrable that there are no “psychic additions to nature;” it has now been 
demonstrated that a far greater part of the content of experience than had ever before been 
                                                
138  Ibid. See p. 49. 
139  Philip Knight, “John Dewey and the Reality of God,” 
http://commons.wvc.edu/cvanderhart/philosophy210/Handouts/John%20Dewey%20and%20the%20Rea
lity%20of%20God.pdf The ATLA Serials, American Theological Library (accessed 20 November 2013). 
140  Mary Ann Caws, Robert Motherwell (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), 90. 
141 Sandra Robinson, The Colour of Ideas, “The Language of Thought 4 January 2013” 
“http://thecolourofideas.blogspot.com.au/2013/01/the-language-of-thought.html (accessed 13 November 
2013. 
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imagined consists of “psychic additions.”142 Lovejoy also addressed ‘epistemological 
dualism:’ 
 
  ... manifestations of the primary and most universal faith of man, his inexpugnable realism, 
 his two-fold belief that he is on the one hand in the midst of realities which are not himself 
 nor mere obsequious shadows of himself, a world which transcends the narrow confines of 
 his own transient being; and, on the other hand, that he can himself somehow reach beyond 
 those confines and bring these external existences within the compass of his own life, yet  
 without annulment of their transcendence. It is precisely this achievement that men naturally 
 mean by “knowing”; I have but put in general and explicit terms what everyone (except  
 possibly, a few philosophers) supposes himself to be doing when he is engaged in true  
 perception, retrospection, forecast, or social communication.143 
 
These observations meant there:  
 
  ... is the demand that he (man) shall traffic in things that are not, because they are  
 by-gone or have not yet come into being. What time and nature have extinguished he  
 makes the matter of his present contemplation, and gains thereby his power to foresee  
 what is still unborn … 144 
 
 Trafficking in the “still unborn” and “things that are not” demanded new visual 
dialects to form the foundation of both Dada/Surrealism and Abstract Expressionism’s 
rejection of straightforward representation in terms of imagery. What had yet to be 
understood by the artists and society, then as now, were the ramifications of what resulted 
from their creative exploration.  This deviation from the literal did not discard historical 
contributions of the past, as Motherwell himself refers to “classicism or formalism,” and 
that they were simultaneously destroyed and reconstructed in these movements’ radical 
approaches to ‘representation’ through ‘non-representation’ in their art.  If we acknowledge 
that abstraction is a form of representation then the imagery of dreams, any distillation of 
the seen experience, or the visual abstraction of feelings were all parts of an expanded body 
of ‘realism’ that addressed how the immaterial (the senses, feelings, and in the broadest 
terms—the spiritual/metaphysical) could be portrayed through abstract forms. Evidence in 
the artists’ own writings (Arp, Kandinsky, Klee, Motherwell, Newman and Tobey…) and 
works of art showed Modern artists were concerned with providing material proof of the 
immaterial through art that captured and recreated the experience of ‘feeling,’ one that 
provided evidence of the personal event, which is then shared with the viewer/audience. 
Emotional risk was required continuously to delve into the unknown, the new, yet feeling 
                                                
142  Arthur O. Lovejoy, “Cartesian and Natural Dualism,” in The Revolt Against Dualism (London: 
George Allen & Unwin LTD, 1930), 11.  
143  Ibid., 13. 
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was far more complex than the limits of emotional experience. Motherwell spoke on the 
artist’s conditions:  
 
  ... The ultimate act is faith, the ultimate resource the preconscious: if either is   
 suspended, the artist is impotent. This is possible any hour any day, and it is the artist’s  
 nightmare throughout life. 
 
 Lovejoy’s “changes in the meanings of words effected changes on ideas” was as 
relevant to images and visual language as it was to ‘words.’145 New thought propelled the 
imagery of Dada/Surrealism and Abstract Expressionism to be as radical in its imagery as the 
ideas of the time. Lovejoy perceived that:   
 
  ... diverse aspects of the one mystery of the presence of the absent, the true  
 apprehension, by a being remaining within certain fixed bounds, of things beyond those  
 bounds ... 146 
  
In conclusion this context the abstract art, which expressed new ideas under the conditions 
Lovejoy and Whitehead indicated, caused new thought to be more fully known throughout 
society. A revolutionary fabric of practice was developing, woven by artistic and intellectual 
forays into the Modern “presence of the absent,” that manifested Kandinsky and 
Motherwell’s definition of the artist’s spiritual and mystical role. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
145  “At first, it may seem like an aesthetic change, a revolution in the way one man represented the world. 
But in the end, a Freer Gallery exhibition devoted to James McNeill Whistler feels more like an evolution 
in consciousness, a cultural or psychological shift rather than an artistic or technical one.” 
Philip Kennicott, The Washington Post, “A change in visual language signals a bigger cultural shift for 
Names McNeill Whistler,” 31 May 2014. http://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/a-
change-in-visual-language-signals-a-bigger-cultural-shift/2014/05/31/e11bca1a-e832-11e3-afc6-
a1dd9407abcf_story.html (accessed 6 June 2014). Note: “An American in London: Whistler and the 
Thames,” on view at the Freer/Sackler Gallery of Art through Aug. 17. www.asia.si.edu 
146 Op cit. Revolt Against Dualism. 
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Fig. 4. Untitled Portrait of Robert Motherwell © Robert Frank; courtesy Pace/MacGill Gallery, New York 
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Fig. 5. Robert Motherwell, The Homely Protestant © Dedalus Foundation Inc/VAGA. 
Licensed by Viscopy, 2014 
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 In 1948, four years after Motherwell participated at the last American Pontigny, he 
painted a self-portrait identifying himself as The Homely Protestant.147 In fact, he was often 
a gentile included amongst Jewish artists for significant projects, including the commission 
to paint a mural for the Millburn Synagogue in New Jersey in 1952: 
  
 Fig. 6. Robert Motherwell, The Wall of the Temple, 1952, Millburn, New Jersey © Dedalus          
 Foundation Inc/VAGA. Licensed by Viscopy, 2014. 
    
 For the Millburn synagogue mural, Motherwell—the only one of the three artists of non-
 Jewish descent—took it upon himself to study Jewish religion, mysticism, and iconography to 
 prepare for this undertaking. He consulted Schapiro, who suggested a long list of books as 
 well as a visit to “The Jewish Museum on 5th Avenue.” Schapiro also provided scholarly 
 sanction to use representational, or graven imagery, stating that ancient synagogues 
 included symbolic figures, animals, human hands, and other motifs.148  
 
 Throughout the ideology and arts of the last century non-Jewish artists and 
intellectuals, and non-practicing Jews were still familiar with Judaism’s concepts and 
symbolism. Through these influences Judaism contributed to the ‘History of Ideas.’ David R. 
                                                
147  Fig. 5. Robert Motherwell, The Homely Protestant, oil and casein on Masonite, 97 3/4 x 48 1/4 in. 
(248.3 x 122.6 cm), 1948, Collection of the Museum of Modern Art, New York, gift of the artist 1987  
© Dedalus Foundation Inc/VAGA. Licensed by Viscopy, 2014. 
  
148  “Motherwell made over fifteen studies for the mural, many of which are seen here. As his drawing 
Iconography: The Wall of the Temple shows, Motherwell ascribed symbolic meaning to the abstracted 
imagery in this mural, the only representational work in his oeuvre. His written description identifies the 
Tablets of Moses, the Diaspora of the Twelve Tribes of Israel, and Jacob’s Ladder. Motherwell embraced 
the collaborative nature of the Millburn commission, and was receptive to the rabbi’s suggestion that he 
include the Ladder of Jacob and the architect’s request that he change the predominant background color 
from its original blue to orange in order to complement the wood of the building. After completion of this 
mural, Motherwell’s synagogue collaboration continued with his design of a tapestry for Goodman’s 
Beth-El synagogue in Springfield, Massachusetts, where Gottlieb also designed stained-glass windows.” 
http://www.thejewishmuseum.org/millburnmotherwell#sthash.TFG8craf.dpuffor (accessed 12 February 
2014). 
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Blumenthal covered this in his paper “Lovejoy’s Great Chain of Being and the Medieval 
Jewish Tradition (1975).”149/150 Blumenthal cited: “ ... I shall recapitulate Lovejoy’s main 
theses, illustrate them from the Judaic tradition, and suggest a critical retrospective view of 
Lovejoy’s undertaking from the point of view of that tradition.” Blumenthal cited Lovejoy’s 
“principle of the continuous, hierarchical plenum. This was well summarised as follows (49): 
 
 The result was the conception of the plan and structure of the world which, through the  
 Middle Ages and down to the late eighteenth century, many philosophers, most men of  
 science, and indeed, most educated men, were to accept without question—the conception of 
 the universe as a “Great Chain of Being,” … of an infinite, number of links ranging in 
 hierarchical order from the meagerest kind of existents, which barely escape  
 nonexistence, through “every possible” grade up to the one perfectissimum—or, in a  
 somewhat more orthodox version, to the highest possible kind of creature, between which 
 and the Absolute Being the disparity was assumed to be infinite—every one of them differing 
 from that immediately above and that immediately below it by the “least possible” degree  of 
 difference.”  
    
 Blumenthal elucidated Lovejoy’s second principle “of the dialectic tension between 
the self-sufficient good and the self-extending good” and stated: “Every page of medieval 
Judaism is replete with the tension of that dialectic.”151 Blumenthal’s ultimate assessment 
was that “Lovejoy’s Great Chain of Being is a significant contribution to the history of 
ideas. His principles organise a vast body of data spread over vast periods of time in very 
different religious traditions.” In relation to Motherwell, Blumenthal’s essay confirmed from 
the Jewish perspective that Lovejoy provided a premise for artists’ as “spiritual guides” 
while “each having their own religion.” This could not be achieved without texts offering 
universal ‘religious’ concepts in the Modern philosophical voice. In Lovejoy’s case this 
included the “creative artist” in a primary role. While The Great Chain of Being is not a 
‘revealed’ book in the way the Torah is to the Jew, Blumenthal does validate Lovejoy as a 
voice of religion from outside of traditional avenues. For Blumenthal there is a caveat: 
 
  ... The first major principle overlooked by Lovejoy, perhaps because he started with  
 the Greek philosophic tradition, is the principle of the dialectic tension between God’s  
 transcendence and His accessibility. This dialectic is central, indeed definitive, to all Biblical 
 and post-Biblical religious tradition ... Indeed, one could write a history of ideas tracing this 
                                                
149  David R. Blumenthal PhD. Columbia University. Born in Houston, Texas (1938 -- ) 
http://cslr.law.emory.edu/people/person/name/blumenthal/ 
http://www.js.emory.edu/BLUMENTHAL/cv2.html#6 (accessed 21 February 2014).  
150  Marion Leathers Kuntz and Paul Grimley Kuntz editors, Jacob’s Ladder and the Tree of Life: 
Concepts of Hierarchy and the Great Chain of Being, American University Studies, Series V Philosophy 
Vol. 14. (New York: Peter Lang Publishers. 1987), 179-188. 
151  “A study of the Judaic materials for the Talmudic and Medieval periods—i.e., for the continuous 
culture called “Rabbinic Judaism”—confirms Lovejoy’s hypothesis that these two principles and the 
corollary, were “primary and persistent or recurrent dynamic units” of thought (pg. 7).” 
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 dialectic tension, showing how the expression of God’s transcendence and accessibility varied 
 from one cultural context to another. 152 
 
This last point connects with Motherwell citing “each artist has their own religion,” while 
qualifying that a religion in common is often expressed through apparent variations either 
cultural or personal in nature. In speaking of this dialectic tension Blumenthal includes: 
“One fascinating footnote should, however, be added to Lovejoy. In articulating this 
corollary of the different types of piety, Lovejoy wrote (84): 
 
 The one program demanded a withdrawal from all “attachment to creatures” and  
 culminated in the ecstatic contemplation of the indivisible Divine Essence; the other, if it had 
 been formulated, would have summoned men to participate, in some finite measure, in the 
 creative passion of God, to collaborate consciously in the processes by which the diversity of 
 things, the fullness of the universe, is achieved. It would have found the beautific vision in 
 the disinterested joy of beholding the splendor of the creation or of curiously tracing out the 
 detail of its infinite variety; it would have placed the active life above the contemplative  
 and it would, perhaps, have conceived of the activity of the creative artist, who at once 
 loves, imitates, and augments the “orderly variousness” of the sensible world, as the mode of 
 human life most like the divine.” 
 
Blumenthal closed with: 
 
 These reservations notwithstanding, The Great Chain of Being has been, and will continue to 
 be, an important conceptualisation of what he called “one of the most grandiose enterprises 
 of the human intellect (Lovejoy, 329)153 
 
 Posthumously the Jewish artists and intellectuals of modernism continue to influence 
postmodern and contemporary debate, none more than the giants of art criticism whose 
presence remains dynamic throughout contemporary discourse in art history and criticism. 
In James Panero’s article:  
                                                
152 “Lovejoy once subjected himself to interrogation by the Maryland Senate, when he'd been nominated 
for the state's educational board of regents. A legislator asked Lovejoy if he believed in God. George Boas 
recalled, “I am reliably informed that in reply Lovejoy developed at length 33 definitions of the word 
God, consuming 15 1/2 cigarettes meanwhile, refusing to be interrupted or ruffled, and ended by asking 
the committee member which of these meanings he had in mind when putting the question.” As the story 
goes, no one felt inclined to ask him another question, and Lovejoy was confirmed. Unanimously.”     
Dale Keiger, “Tussling with the Idea Man,” in John Hopkins Magazine, April 2000. 
http://pages.jh.edu/~jhumag/0400web/28.html (accessed 18 August 2013). 
153  Blumenthal included in his notes the following from The Great Chain of Being (82-3): “But the God 
in whom man was thus to find his own fulfillment was, as has been pointed out, not one God but two. He 
was the Idea of the Good, but he was also the Idea of Goodness; and though the second attribute was 
nominally deduced dialectically from the first, no two notions could be more antithetic. The one was an 
apotheosis of unity, self-sufficiency, and quietude, the other of diversity, self transcendence, and fecundity 
… The one God was the goal of the ‘way up,’ of that ascending process by which the finite soul, turning 
from all created things, took its way back to the immutable Perfection in which alone it could find rest. 
The other God was the source and the informing energy of that descending process by which being flows 
through all the levels of possibility down to the very lowest.” 
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 Each critic published a single essay on the subject of Judaism. Greenberg wrote on “Self-   
 Hatred and Jewish Chauvinism” in 1950, while Rosenberg asked, “Is There a Jewish Art?” 
 in 1966. Greenberg voiced “a Jewish bias toward the abstract, the tendency to conceptualise 
 as much as possible,” while Rosenberg advocated a “self-determined Jew” whose connection 
 with the past “occurs not through his revival of forms which they [the ancestors] created— 
 their doctrines, rituals, institutions—but through his own creative act which they inspire.” 
 Panero continued by asking: “Is there a Jewish art criticism? The art critic Donald Kuspit  
 summed up the answer in this way: “For Rosenberg the American artist always faces a 
 choice between being a true or false self. For Greenberg it is between being an avant-garde  or 
 kitsch artist. The essence of the choice is the same: to maintain one’s sacred integrity or to 
 comply with society’s profane demands. The American artist is always in a Jewish situation, 
 trapped between autonomy and assimilation.154  
 
Motherwell and artists of the American West shared a common bond with the Jews 
as outsiders. In America there has never been an equal to New York and tellingly mid-
western Chicago is known as the ‘Second City.’ That there is no potential to ascend is 
unquestioned. The Jews of Vaudeville, Broadway, Pulitzer plays, and the high-art of 
Manhattan museums have only recently shared territory with the Jews of Los Angeles (the 
second largest Jewish population in the United States lives in this sprawling home to 
Hollywood), as their film production companies have overtaken Broadway theatres with 
musical adaptations of their film companies best loved ‘properties.’ It’s the 21st century’s 
continuation of the Western man now coming to conquer the East. Today’s trends and ease 
in cultural and bi-coastal Monopoly playing is in postmodern contrast to when Motherwell 
was serendipitously ushered into the halls of high culture by his Art History professor Meyer 
Schapiro (Columbia), the Jewish-French intelligentsia of the American Pontigny sessions, 
and exhibitions at Peggy Guggenheim’s Art of The Century gallery. Combined they eclipsed 
his migration from the West Coast.155 Motherwell’s Western amiability and academic 
seriousness was well suited to his diverse relationships in an exceptionally international city 
keenly vying with those of Europe.  
All artists regardless of their nationality, religion or spiritual journey’s beginning or 
end were present in Motherwell’s point that each artist had their own exoteric religion, 
while it was the esoteric universal they commonly engaged regardless of manifest variations.  
The Abstract Expressionist banner covered an unparalleled diversity of style within a single 
historically defined ‘Movement’ in Art. Their religiosity, for all its stereotypical moments, 
                                                
154  Humanities July/August 2008, Volume 29, Number 4. Note: Consists chiefly of papers presented at a 
program of the Medieval Institute of Western Michigan University, Kalamazoo May 1975. 
155  Meyer Schapiro was born in Lithuania (1904). Peggy Guggenheim was born in New York City 
(1898), her grandfather born in Bavaria. 
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was non-denominational in its extension within and beyond any single religion or spiritual 
perspective. It was not worn on their sleeve. 
Clement Greenburg and Harold Rosenberg described the Jewish artist in traditional 
terms. Rosenberg’s viewpoint extended this to all American artists when he suggested the 
abstraction emerging in art reflected Jewish thought, and the abstract nature of its religious 
symbolism. At the time, an art critic’s usefulness was not only unquestioned but on the 
ascent, not only for understanding new movements visually, but broadening social discourse. 
Within the artistic community intellectual and creative conversations were often driven by 
Greenburg or Rosenberg’s particular religious views and through moving beyond them: 
Sometimes detectable, and sometimes not (akin to the potential range of interpretation in 
Dewey, Lovejoy and Whitehead’s expansion of religious language).          
A particular paradox is clear in Jewish painter Barnett Newman’s essay on “The 
Plasmic Image.” Newman’s Judaism is obvious if the reader is aware of Jewish esotericism 
while without that knowledge Newman appears to be speaking in generic metaphysical 
terms. 
 
There is an attempt being made to assign a Surrealist explanation to the use these painters 
 make of abstract forms ... The present painter is concerned not with his own feelings or 
 with the mystery of his own personality but with the penetration into the world mystery. His 
 imagination is therefore attempting to dig into metaphysical secrets. To that extent his art is 
 concerned with the sublime. It is a religious art, which through symbols will catch the basic 
 truth of life ... In trying to go beyond the visible and the known world he is working with 
 forms that are unknown even to him. He is therefore engaged in a true act of discovery in 
 the creation of new forms and symbols that will have the living quality of creation. No 
 matter what the psychologists say these forms arise from, that they are the inevitable 
 expression of the unconscious, the present painter is not concerned with the process ... It is 
 precisely this that makes him an artist, for the Creator in creating the world began with the 
 same material (so too) the artist tries to wrest truth from the void.156      
     
Non-representational expression as an abstract concept of the ‘void’ is compatible 
with Titus Burckhardt:  
 
A sacred art is not necessarily composed of images, even in the widest sense of this term; it 
 may simply be the exteriorization of a contemplative state and in this case it will not reflect 
 particular ideas, but will qualitatively transform the ambiance, with a view to its integration 
 in a spiritual equilibrium whose centre of gravity is the invisible.157  
 
                                                
156 Barnett Newman, The Artist Thinker, “The Plastic Image” http://www.kadarbrock.com/NEWMAN-
PlasmicImage.pdf (accessed 13 February 2014), Part 1, 140. 
157  Titus Burckhardt, “The Void in Islamic Art,” Studies in Comparative Religion, Vol. 16, No. 1 & 2 
(Winter-Spring, 1984), World Wisdom, Inc.  
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Motherwell saw in Mondrian “the dissolution (in his work) of painting, sculpture, 
and architecture into a transcendent ensemble Mondrian dreamt of could take place.”158 
Seitz also noted: “At the antipodes of Western humanism, Ch’an and Zen painting, and the 
spirit of which they were a product, look on the void as a creative force. Even when bulk is 
present, as in the T’ang period, it partakes of void.”159 Newman’s central view, while able to 
speak on purely esoteric terms, was nevertheless rooted in the ‘Traditional’ when he said: 
 
What is the raison d’etre? What is the explanation of the seemingly insane drive of man to be 
 painter and poet if it is not an act of defiance against man’s fall and an assertion that he 
 return to the Garden of Eden? For the artists are the first men.160 
 
The Christian ‘Void’ can be represented by the esoteric symbolism of the ‘cross:’ At 
the point of intersection where horizontal materialism gives way to the vertical ascension, 
going beyond the transcendentalist moment of the ‘present’ where one escapes both the past 
and the future. Newman’s Judaism escaped gospel of the cross rhetoric. In his Stations of the 
Cross series it is all verticals and pregnant void and shaded lines suggest more is here and 
there. No earthly horizontal to be found. Newman’s series offered a profound proposition: 
to consider the meaning of the cross in the absence of exoteric materialism by removing the 
horizontal, which eliminated the cross, preferring instead to symbolise the immaterial 
ascension. Is Newman’s radical approach (to imagery of the cross) rooted in the aniconism 
of Judaism and Islam, whereby religious jurisprudence prohibits any image of God and by 
extension man (made in His image) or as a result of esoteric inspiration?161 Gianni Contessi 
mused on this point when addressing the work of Aldo Schmid (1935-1978): 
 
… the great works of an anti-illusionistic type of painting, capable of tottering over the 
 border of aniconism (and here once again we think of Barnett Newman, Rothko and 
 Reinhardt). Apart from the fact that that kind of invertible hendiadys «vision-
 representation» (but also «representation-vision») concerns, from time to time, the position 
                                                
158  Stephanie Terenzio, editor, The Collected Writings of Robert Motherwell: 1941-1949 (University of 
California Press, 1999), 38. 
159  William C. Seitz, Abstract Expressionist Painting in America (Cambridge, MA: National Gallery of 
Art, 1983), 164. Note: From his Princeton dissertation in 1955. 
160  Barnett Newman, Barnett Newman: Selected Writings and Interviews (Oakland: University of 
California Press, 1991), 160. 
161  Titus Burkhardt, “The Void in Islamic Art,” Studies in Comparative Religion, Vol. 4, No. 2. (Spring, 
1970). © World Wisdom, Inc. 
http://www.studiesincomparativereligion.com/Public/articles/browse_g.aspx?ID=133 (accessed 24 May 
2014). “The aniconism of Islamic art comprises fundamentally two aspects; on the one hand, it preserves 
the primordial dignity of man, whose form, “made in the image of God,” [5] is neither imitated nor 
usurped by a work of art that is inevitably limited and one-sided; on the other hand, nothing that could 
possibly be an idol, even in a relative and wholly provisional manner, may interpose itself between man 
and the invisible presence of God … From the Islamic point of view, the “divine form” of Adam is 
essentially constituted by the seven universal faculties, which are likewise attributed to God, namely: life, 
knowledge, will, power, hearing, vision and speech; they are limited in man, but not in God.” 
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 of the creator but also that of the spectator, if there exists, as it does, an aesthetics of 
 reception … 162 
 
     Fig. 7. Barnett Newman Stations of the Cross series in the Guggenheim Museum, 1966 
 
Protestant discretion, in Lois Oppenheim’s study of the Irish-Anglican playwright in 
The Painted Word: Samuel Beckett’s Dialogue with Art, could be seen as esoteric territory 
that unavoidably confronts incidental aniconism: 
 
Beckett praised the brothers van Velde: “An endless unveiling, veil under veil, level  upon level 
 of imperfect transparencies, an unveiling towards the non-unveilable” ... Beckett valued 
 the potential of art: “To force the fundamental invisibility of exterior things till the 
 very invisibility becomes itself a thing, not just awareness of limits, but a thing that can be 
 seen and make seen ... on the canvas, this is a work of diabolical complexity and which 
 requires a skill of extreme versatility and levity, a skill which insinuates more than it affirms, 
 which is positive only with the transient and incidental proof of the great positive, the only 
 positive, time that carts away.”163 
 
On the other hand, Meyer Schapiro’s Words and Picture: On the Literal and the 
Symbolic in the Illustration of a Text presented “the artist’s reading of a text,” “theme of 
state and the theme of action,” and “frontal and profile as symbolic forms” all through 
                                                
162 Gianni Contessi, “Aldo Schmid – speak about him,” http://www.aldoschmid.it/eng/text/text19.html 
(accessed 20 June 2014). 
163  Lois Oppenheim, “InVisible World,” in The Painted Word: Samuel Beckett’s Dialogue with Art (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000), 105. 
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comparison of Old Testament/Torah textual selections to “point to the great changes in the 
imaging of traditional Biblical themes that arose from the norms of Byzantine, Romanesque, 
Gothic, Renaissance, Mannerist, and Baroque art.” Schapiro also noted that:  
 
 … a fine theological point may determine a detail in the illustration of a text which in itself 
 provides no literal ground for that feature … in the artist’s illustration of the written word  we 
 can sometimes discern effects of the two great trends in Christian Biblical commentary, 
 the one called the Antiochene approach, which explored the literal meaning in order to 
 make it more fully intelligible in terms of the original Jewish context, and the one developed 
 by the early Alexandrian exegetes who looked for a specifically Christian theological, 
 mystical, and moral sense as well, a method that is called the “fourfold interpretation.”164 
 
Schapiro’s knowledge of illuminated texts provided an understanding of the semiotics 
of Judaic and Christian historical and interpretive complexities. It is little wonder 
Motherwell turned to Schapiro on the occasion of synagogue commissions.  
Within the great fraternity between Surrealists and Abstract Expressionists in 
America, there were significant areas of disagreement providing opportunities for the 
constructive debates historians of ideas articulated were critical for real understanding. This 
ideological collaboration, through opposition as much as agreement, was critical to push 
beyond obvious external material and its attributes. This was key to Motherwell when he 
warned in concrete and esoteric terms of: 
 
... The most common error among the whole-hearted abstractionists nowadays is to  
 mistake the medium for the end in itself, instead of a means. On the other hand, the  
 surrealists erred in supposing that one can do without a medium, that in attacking the  
 medium one does not destroy just one means for getting into the unknown. Color and  
Space relations constitute such a means because from them can be made structures which  
 exhibit the various patterns of reality. 165 
 
These artists left written evidence of their contemplation on other artists’ work to 
arrive at deeper insights. The ‘Intellect’-ual rigor each directed to their individual role in an 
increasingly global society, resulted in an open-minded atmosphere invested with fought for 
objectivity to endow their creative processes.166 Their own work and processes benefited 
from relationships that flourished beyond aesthetic and philosophical agreement. 
                                                
164 Meyer Schapiro, Words and Pictures: On the Literal and the Symbolic in the Illustration of a Text 
(The Hague/Paris: Mouton, 1973), 12-13. 
165  Robert Motherwell, Beyond the Aesthetic, edited by Mary Ann Caws (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1996). 
166  Both the Abstract Expressionists and Surrealists challenged perceptions of ‘reality,’ ‘illusion,’ and 
concepts of the sacred and/or planes of experience and existence. By collaborating with each other, these 
two movements benefitted the Modern terrain. I suggest the results of this influence have yet to be fully 
appreciated.  
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Motherwell’s declaration that the “artist is a spiritual being in a property-loving world” 
prompts one to ask: How did these new movements in art inspire and in turn initiate the 
creative impulse for new religious developments deeper into the 20th century? The advance of 
materialism had continued on the path to prevalence without pause. In an interview with 
Henry Geldzahler in 1965, Motherwell’s then wife Helen Frankenthaler commented:  
 
Sometimes I think the worst thing is the current ‘worldliness’ of the whole scene. It is  
 the most deceptive, corrupting, transient thing, full of kicks and fun but so little to do  
 with what it’s all really about ... It has to do with our time, a desperate pact about the  
 power of immediate in-ness. But I feel less and less concerned with this as an issue.  So  
what? No Threat.167 
 
Guénon had posited that time and space exclude being reduced to a purely quantitative 
formula of any kind and how this related to Surrealism. These artists did not necessarily 
fully understand the symbolic meanings or real importance they had stumbled upon through 
their new approach to processes and imagery, nevertheless they exploded the potential for 
what qualified as representational. Some still deny the religious, or esoteric implications of 
Surrealism, yet the artists and writers concerned with the ‘sacred’ at the time also provoked 
and inspired mathematical, scientific, and esoteric contemplation simultaneously.  
 Joan Mitchell (1926-1992) was one of the few American Abstract Expressionist 
painters who spent most of her life living in France: 
 
 I have often questioned, “Did I do that?” on seeing a painting of mine unexpectedly in some 
 place. It has become disconnected. Once they leave the studio, they go and it is another sort 
 of abandonment ... But a painting is not part of me. Because when I do paint, I am not  
 aware of myself. As I said before, I am “no hands,” the painting is telling me what to do. So 
 it is not really a part of me at all. It is part of something else.168 
 
 Much of what occurred during the first four decades of the 20th century reverberated 
from French Revolution events. In 1800: “Friedrich Schlegel considered religion to be the 
fusion of poetry and philosophy:  
 
 Poetry and philosophy are, depending on one’s point of view, different spheres, different 
 forms, or simply the component parts of religion. For only try really to combine the two and 
 you will find yourself with nothing but religion.”169  
                                                
167 Famous Artists Quotes: their stories on art, life + bio facts, “Helen Frankenthaler, her artist quotes on 
‘soak’ painting method & her biography story”, http://www.quotes-famous-artists.org/helen-
frankenthaler-famous-quotes (accessed 5 April, 2014). 
168  Yves Michaud, “Conversations with Joan Mitchell,” (1986) as quoted in ‘Joan Mitchell: New 
Paintings,’ ed. (New York: Xavier Fourcade, 1986), n.p. http://www.quotes-famous-artists.org/joan-
mitchell-famous-quotes (accessed 23 February 2014). 
169  Toril Moi, Henrik Ibsen and the Birth of Modernism (Oxford University Press, 2006), 72-73. 
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Toril Moi quoted from Henrik Ibsen’s speech in Stockholm (1887):  
 
 I believe that poetry, philosophy, and religion will blend into a new category  
 and a new life power, of which we who live now can have no clear conception.  
 
Moi also touched on a significant point regarding “Schiller’s poetic idealism thus emerges 
out of his historicising analysis of modern culture:   
 
 Because ideas are infinite and nature is finite (the Kantian foundations of Schiller’s thought 
 are everywhere apparent), the sentimental poet will always have to face the conflict 
 between the limitations of the actual world and the unlimited soaring of which the 
 imagination is  capable. For the modern writer, then, poetry arises when the poet attempts to 
 transcend the limits of the actual world; for the ancient writer, it was enough simply to 
 describe that world.” 
 
 Contributing factors for Motherwell’s ideas on the spiritual role of the artist, tacit 
through the worldly atmosphere (academic, cultural, social, political) and intimately through 
a wealth of relationships with significant modern minds and talents, were built on an equally 
diverse foundation of historical offerings. Hedda Sterne, the only woman among “the 
Irascibles” of 1951, and whose 65-year career also traversed Surrealism and Abstraction 
Expressionism, was on the same page with Motherwell and Whitehead’s Modernist ideas: 
 
 Sometimes I react to immediate visible reality and sometimes I am prompted by ideas, but at 
 all times I have been moved, to paraphrase [Irish poet] Seamus Heaney, by the music of the 
 way things are... And through all this pervades my feeling that I am only one small speck 
 (hardly an atom) in the uninterrupted flux of the world around me.170 
 
We can now conclude that more than a few visionaries impressed a weighty influence on 
Robert Motherwell’s view of the modern world, and his circle of friends and peers reflected 
a comraderie with significant ideas in common, it became repeatedly clear: Alfred North 
Whitehead provided the ‘pole’ from which Motherwell never detached. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
170 Joan Simon, “Hedda Sterne,” Art in America Magazine, February 1, 2007 
http://www.artinamericamagazine.com/news-features/magazine/hedda-sterne/print/ (accessed 20 June 
2014). 
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To me there is no distinction between a church and a synagogue. If you go deep enough
 into any religion you arrive at the same point of harmony. 
Louise Nevelson (1977)171 
 
We must never forget that art is not a form of propaganda; it is a form of truth.                       
 John F. Kennedy (1963)172 
 
The popular association with medieval art is religiousness. The popular association with modern 
 art is its remoteness from the symbols and values of the majority of men. There is a break in 
 modern times between artists and other men without historical  precedent in depth and generality. 
 Both sides are wounded by the break.  
 Motherwell (1944) 
 
The aim of the lectures was to give a concise analysis of the various factors in human  
nature which go to form a religion, to exhibit the inevitable transformation of religion  
with the transformation of knowledge, and more especially to direct attention to the foundation 
 of religion on our apprehension of those permanent elements by reason of which there is a stable 
 order in the world, permanent elements apart from which there could be no changing world. 
Whitehead (1926)173 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
171  Robin Clarke, “Louise Nevelson,” Jewish Women’s Archive 
http://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/nevelson-louise (accessed 24 March 2014). 
172  President John F. Kennedy: Remarks at Amherst College, October 26, 1963, 
http://arts.gov/about/kennedy (accessed 26 June 2014). 
173  Alfred North Whitehead, Religion in the Making (Cambridge University Press, 1926), ii. 
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To introduce Dore Ashton’s cue that “Motherwell had an abiding fondness for ideas 
that had occurred to him when he first stepped into the circle” we can apply her insight as 
much to the influence of his intellectual connections as it did those strictly concerned with 
the making of art. His ideas manifested the human interior (thoughts and feelings), thus his 
aesthetics were unbounded by external appeal. Motherwell created the Dedalus Foundation 
to posthumously contribute after his death, as Ashton explains “ ... his intention was to 
encourage good writing about the visual arts and to give grants to needy artists.” 
Motherwell’s ‘ideas’ philosophically defined the role of the artist and signaled the way for 
both the artist and the audience, the individual and the society, to understand the process 
and larger concerns of art making. The visual language that resulted in the Modern era 
continued to exert its influence throughout subsequent movements in art and ideas. 
Motherwell’s process was not isolated from the ‘eternal’ construct of ‘reality.’ This task was 
assisted and informed by his understanding of abstraction and how its value to the 
individual and the community was integral to the ‘event.’174 Motherwell’s relationship with 
Whitehead provided the source, and furthur illuminated how Motherwell could recast these 
ideas onto the role of the artist. American art critic Donald Kuspit confirmed this 
association:  
 
Alfred North Whitehead, the philosopher Motherwell most admired, wrote that “Even  
 the dim apprehension of some great principle is apt to clothe itself with tremendous  
 emotional force.” Do Motherwell's abstract paintings afford an apprehension of the  
 contrast between life and death, and their interaction, thus generating tremendous emotional 
 force? Whitehead, in his theory of feeling, which influenced Motherwell's idea of   
 abstraction—Motherwell described it, quoting Whitehead, as “a process of emphasis, and  
 emphasis vivifies life,” “a stripping bare…in order to intensify”—regarded feeling as having 
 the “double significance of subjective form and of the apprehension of an object.” Feeling is 
 prior to the bifurcation of experience that abstraction signals. Did Motherwell avoid making 
 “conventionalised abstractions”—either all objective (geometrical) or all subjective  
 (expressionist)—by blending both in a new unity of feeling? Do his abstractions convey the 
 “ancient and ‘simple’ feeling of already being at one with the world”—the “mysticism”—he 
 desired? Does he give “aesthetic experience”:—in Whitehead's words, “feeling arising  
 out of the realisation of contrast under identity”—mystical “consequence?”175 
                                                
174  James Panero, “Renowned Art Historian Dore Ashton Talks Art Criticism, the Art Bubble, and the 
Dedalus Foundation,” Hyperallergic on February 12, 2013. Interview transcript available at: 
http://hyperallergic.com/65051/renowned-art-historian-dore-ashton-talks-art-criticism-the-art-bubble-and-
the-dedalus-foundation/ (accessed 2 February 2014). Note: Ashton’s forty year friendship with 
Motherwell, whom she calls Bob, continued with her position on the board of his Dedalus Foundation 
after his death, until she resigned in protest of what she deemed dishonest and harmful activity by the 
directors, exhibiting her commitment to their friendship and most importantly, in a protective spirit in 
relation to his enduring legacy. 
175  Donald Kuspit, “Making the Best of Castration Anxiety: Robert Motherwell’s Abstraction,” Per 
Contra: An International Journal of the Arts, Literature, and Ideas, 
http://www.percontra.net/issues/31/nonfiction/making-the-best-of/ (accessed 24 March 2014) Note: It was 
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When Motherwell spoke at Mount Holyoke he had known Whitehead for seven 
years, ample time to have internalised Whitehead’s Adventures of Ideas while manifesting 
them throughout his art. Motherwell interpreted ideas and advanced concepts’ possible 
meanings (via ‘the New York School of Abstract Expressionism’) to arrive at what he 
believed was the role of the artist in the Modern world. He was never far from what 
Whitehead presented at his Lowell lectures in 1926 on Science and the Modern World, 
which included chapters from his presentations on “Science and Philosophy,” 
“Abstraction,” “God,” “Religion and Science,”(respectively) and closed with “Requisites for 
Social Progress.” A British mathematician, historian and philosopher, Whitehead had always 
included the relationship between religion, humanism and the role of art and the artist as 
fundamental in his lectures and texts: 
 
Perhaps the man who most completely anticipated both Bacon and the whole modern  
 point of view was the artist Leonardo Da Vinci, who lived almost exactly a century  
 before Bacon … Indeed, Leonardo was more completely a man of science than was Bacon. 
 The practice of naturalistic art is more akin to the practice of physics, chemistry and biology 
 than is the practice of law. But at the beginning of the modern period Da Vinci and Bacon 
 stand together as illustrating the various strains which have combined to form the modern 
 world, namely, legal mentality and the patient observational habits of the naturalistic 
 artists.176 
 
Abstraction was a significant new language put to Motherwell by Alfred North Whitehead 
at Harvard and extended by his writings. O’Hara shared:177  
 
 ... (It was Whitehead) who first challenged him with the notion of abstraction. What he  
 took from Whitehead was the sense that abstraction was the process of peeling away the  
 inessential and presenting the necessary.178  
 
 Whitehead’s theories of abstraction, and feeling are the clearest sources of indelible 
inspiration for Motherwell’s ideas from outside of the art world (Kandinsky). Still, personal 
relationships with revolutionary ideas, and a broad spectrum of intellectuals and artists of 
many nationalities, would account for Motherwell’s unusually informed thought alluding to 
how he was suited to contribute at Mt. Holyoke that summer in 1944. Judging from 
                                                
in searching for a connection between Edmund Burke and Robert Motherwell that this article came to my 
attention and again the Whitehead affinity was even more broadly confirmed.  
176 Alfred North Whitehead, Science and the Modern World (1925) (Cambridge University Press, 2011), 
401. 
177  Frank O’Hara, “Chronology prepared by Kynaston McShine,” in Robert Motherwell (New York: The 
Museum of Modern Art, 1965).  
178  American Masters: Robert Motherwell. pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/episodes/robert-
motherwell/about-robert-motherwell/665/ (accessed 11 November 2012). 
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Motherwell’s essay that was published from that occasion, the influence of Lovejoy and 
Whitehead is most emphatic. On individualism Whitehead acknowledged:   
 
 The vivid fancy of the Greeks was also apt to invest each factor in the Universe with an  
 independent individuality ... But we must not blame the Greeks for this excess of   
 individualisation. All language witnesses to the same error ... We habitually speak of stones, 
 and planets, and animals, as though each individual thing could exist, even for a passing  
 moment, in separation from an environment which is in truth a necessary factor in its  
 own nature.179  
 
And followed this concept by handling the ‘abstraction’ of such things: 
 
 Such abstraction is a necessity of thought, and the requisite background of systematic  
 environment can be presupposed. That is true. But it follows that, in the absence of some  
 understanding of the final nature of things, and thus of the sorts of backgrounds pre- 
 supposed in such abstract statements, all science suffers from the vice that it may be  
 combining various propositions which tacitly presuppose inconsistent backgrounds.180 
 
Motherwell frequently acknowledged the exceptional impact of Whitehead’s theory 
of Abstraction, such that it could be the fundamental epiphany he pursued through an 
inseparable alliance of thought and art. As Whitehead’s Science and the Modern World 
unfolded it was clear that Motherwell’s absorption of these ideas was total. Both the original 
title of Motherwell’s lecture The Place of the Spiritual in the World of Property, and its 
publication as The Modern Painter’s World reflected Whitehead:  
  
 This element of transition in art is shown by the restlessness exhibited in its history.  
 An epoch gets saturated by the masterpieces of any one style. Something new must be  
 discovered. The human being wanders on. Yet there is a balance in things. Mere changes  
 before the attainment of adequacy of achievement, either quality or output, is destructive of 
 greatness. But the importance of a living art, which moves on and yet leaves its permanent 
 mark, can hardly be exaggerated (Whitehead).181   
 
Whitehead offered invitations to action this erudite artist could not refuse by 
following in the footsteps of Bacon and Cowley.182 Motherwell collaged, drew and painted 
his own understanding of Whitehead’s Abstraction, framing Whitehead’s ideas in a visual 
role within modern events. Whitehead’s mathematical metaphysics (simulacra) is re-
                                                
179  Alfred North Whitehead, Adventures of Ideas (New York: Simon and Shuster, 1933), 154. 
180  Ibid., 154. 
181  Alfred North Whitehead, Science and the Modern World (1925) (Cambridge University Press, 2011), 
252.  
182  Achsah Guibbory, “Imitation and Originality: Cowley and Bacon’s Vision of Progress,” in Studies in 
English Literature, 1500-1900, Vol. 29, No.1, Winter, 1989, 99-120 (Houston: Rice University).  
http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy2.library.usyd.edu.au/stable/450456?seq=1 (accessed 24 March 2014). 
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expressed by Motherwell’s artistic vision (simulacrum). If there appears to be a lack of the 
‘originality’ a post-postmodernist hungers for, it is simply a result of the ‘great chain of 
being’ as ideas. It is no slight to Motherwell to comprehend the ideas of others, such that he 
acquired a depth of understanding that endowed him with the ability to expand the scope of 
their presence. This is as rare as those who originally present ideas given the elusive nature 
of thought, perception and accurate comprehension. Whitehead reconsidered the lineage of 
ideas, from Ancient Greece to his time, for the context of the Modern world and dug more 
deeply into their concepts using the lens of experience in his present time. The context of 
these men and intellectual history makes clear: Deeper understanding, new details and 
applications come to light, but there are no truly new ideas. Motherwell, as did many 
Moderns, contemplated eternal facts and determinants for how to express what can be felt, 
and thus known from beyond empirical temporality. An insatiable appetite for the new is 
not left un-sated. New facets of human perception in regard to all forms (even thought) are 
momentous events, which till the fertile ground of historically ‘eternal’ ideas. Motherwell’s 
ability to understand Whitehead’s ideas and extend them from the artist’s viewpoint is 
simply repeating what Whitehead had achieved from the position of both mathematician 
and natural philosopher, as Marx extended Epicurus and Democritus. Whitehead and 
Motherwell escaped the empirical confines of pure science (and the stagnation of Judeo-
Christian religious understanding and its impotence in attending to traumatic events) by 
remodeling the place of religion in the Modern world.183 Whitehead succinctly stated the 
challenges he believed they faced with religion and science: 
 
In both regions of thought, additions, distinctions, and modifications have been   
 introduced. So that now, even when the same assertion is made today as was made a  
 thousand, or fifteen hundred years ago, it is made subject to limitations or expansions 
or meanings, which were not contemplated at the earlier epoch.184 
 
Whitehead asked ‘humanity’ to recall the gradual development of religion and of 
science (“even more changeable than theology” citing Galileo and Newton) and added one 
must personally undertake a reassessment of “one’s own beliefs of ten years ago.” When The 
Homely Protestant from Aberdeen spoke of the “collapse of religion” in 1944 he relayed 
Whitehead’s assessment of Protestant Christianity from his Adventures of Ideas a year 
earlier: 
                                                
183  Whitehead’s influence is found amongst those studying Ibn Arabi and Quantum Physics, and 
specifically Whitehead’s Process Theism. Recep Alpyagil of Istanbul University in Turkey’s paper  “Trying 
to Understand Whitehead in the Context of Ibn Arabi” included Iqbal: “The originality or novelty of 
Process theism lies not in its overcoming of older views but in its synthesis of diverse traditional views.” 
See: http://iph.ras.ru/uplfile/smirnov/ishraq/3/17_alpy.pdf (accessed 13 March 2014). 
184 Alfred North Whitehead, Science and the Modern World (1925) (Cambridge University Press, 2011), 
183. 
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 ... concerns the institutional and dogmatic forms in which it flourished for three hundred 
 years as derived from Luther, Calvin, and the Anglican Settlement is showing all the 
 signs of steady decay. Its dogmas no longer dominate: its divisions no longer interest, its 
 institutions no longer direct the patterns of life. That is one side of the contrast.185 
 
Whitehead displayed reason for the optimism that presented itself throughout the 
writing of both men despite the horrors of global events as well as personal traumas: 
 
The other side is that the religious spirit as an effective element in the affairs of men  
 has just [April 1931] obtained one of its most signal triumphs. In India ... – forces  
 threatening to overwhelm with violence hundreds of millions of mankind – these forces have 
 for the moment been halted by two men acting with the moral authority of religious  
 conviction, the Mahatma Gandhi and the Viceroy of India [Lord Irwin].186  
        
Whitehead witnessed “the religious motive, (that) the divine persuasion, still holds its 
old power, even more than its old power, over the minds and the consciences of men,” and 
further theorised that a “new Reformation” was at work: 
 
We have to estimate what has decayed, and what has survived. My thesis is that a new 
 Reformation is in full progress. It is a re-formation ... it is possible that amid diversities of 
 belief, arising from differences of stress exhibited in metaphysical insight and from 
 differences of sympathetic intuition respecting historical events ... we may agree as to the 
 qualitative aspects of religious facts, and as to their general way of co-ordination in 
 metaphysical theory, while disagreeing with various explanatory formulations.187 
 
Traditional religious ideas re-formed the Protestant worldview in Whitehead’s 
aforementioned Science in the Modern World. This was reiterated and expanded in his 
Lowell lectures delivered the following year at Boston’s King’s Chapel in 1926 on Religion 
in the Making. In a comparative analysis of Whitehead’s Science in the Modern World, 
Religion in the Making, and Motherwell’s The Place of the Spiritual in a World of Property 
lecture at Pontigny en Amérique, the latter responded to the directives within Whitehead’s 
lectures on both Science and Religion. No lapses of compatibility between the two men and 
their ideas were found. Motherwell’s reception of these ideas appeared to have been so 
intensely felt that his response was very nearly a private manifesto calling the individual 
artist and the intellectual community to action. Pontigny offered Motherwell the opportunity 
to ask various individuals of rigour and influence to consider this role, and include the 
experience of the aesthetic throughout their own resistance against modern materialism’s 
                                                
185 Maurice Cowling, Religion and Public Doctrine in Modern England: Volume 1, “Three Anglican 
Reactionaries” (Cambridge University Press, 2003), 49. Note: Quoting Alfred North Whitehead. 
186  Alfred North Whitehead, Adventures of Ideas (New York: Simon and Shuster, 1933), 205. 
187 Ibid., 161. 
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authoritative goal. The optimism of both men during the period of World Wars and the 
Holocaust was illustrated by Whitehead’s viewpoint when discussing “Religion and 
Science:” 
 
We should wait: but we should not wait passively, or in despair. The clash is a sign  
 that there are wider truths and finer perspectives within which a reconciliation of a deeper 
 religion and a more subtle science will be found.188 
 
Whitehead went on to explain how “a clash of doctrines is not a disaster – it is an 
opportunity” and gave the example of the nitrogen atom through Lord Raleigh and Sir 
Ramsay’s experimentation, which showed that a form of disagreement and confusion 
ultimately lead to the discovery of argon, a new previously undetected chemical element 
mixed with the nitrogen. Whitehead’s point: 
 
In formal logic, a contradiction is the signal of defeat: but in the evolution of real   
 knowledge it marks the first step in progress towards a victory.189 
 
Reading Whitehead illuminated Motherwell's belief that the artist was concerned with the 
world as felt beyond merely the experience of emotions. Whitehead’s “Purpose for 
Religion:” 
  
 A civilised religion should aim at the training of such emotions as naturally arise from a 
 civilised rational criticism of the metaphysical intuitions powerfully influential in great 
 epochs  of human history.  
 
 Whitehead located “an attack upon systematic thought (as) treason to civilisation” 
and credited Locke’s contribution to laying the foundation for “our modern mentality” 
while specifying Locke and others:  
 
  ... Misconceiving the grounds upon which they should base their attitude. Their true  
 enemy (being) the doctrine of dogmatic finality ... which flourished and is flourishing with 
 equal vigour throughout Theology, Science and Metaphysics. The methodology of rational 
 thought from the Greeks to our own times has been vitiated by this fundamental 
 misconception.190 
                                                
188 Alfred North Whitehead, Science and the Modern World (1925) (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1967), 264. 
189  Ibid., 217-222. 
190 Alfred North Whitehead, Adventures of Ideas (New York: Simon and Shuster, 1933), 172. Note: 
“Modernism, if by it is meant the effort to interpret God's Truth to the contemporary age, is the only 
reasonable modus operandi and is essential not only to the Church's progress but also to its health.” 
Frank G Vial, Three Measures of Meal: A Study in Religion, (Oxford University Press, 1923). 
https://archive.org/stream/threemeasuresofm00vial/threemeasuresofm00vial_djvu.txt (accessed 3 June 
2014). Note: Vial was Bachelor of Divinity and Professor of Pastoral Theology, Bishop’s College, 
Lennoxville, Canada.  
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Delineating his own position on theology’s modern role Whitehead explained: 
 
 The task of Theology is to show how the World is founded on something beyond mere  
 transient fact, and how it issues in something beyond the perishing of occasions. The  
 temporal World is the stage of finite accomplishment. We ask of Theology to express that  
 element in perishing lives which is undying by reason of its expression of perfections proper 
 to our finite natures. In this way we shall understand how life includes a mode of satisfaction 
 deeper than joy or sorrow.191 
 
 Whitehead’s 1933 “new re-formation” of “religion’s role” and “theology’s task” 
provided a reasonable template for Motherwell idea of the artist’s spiritual role. Whitehead 
does favour Christianity and its’ Greek inclinations while occasioning a broader picture of 
religions, one which provided an open-ended perspective for individual interpretation and 
expression. Motherwell’s handling of the ‘spiritual’ appears fully rooted in Whitehead’s 
(Protestant) Process and Reallity (1929) approach (panentheism.) Whitehead’s theory 
provided a scientific non-denominational opportunity that accommodated directly 
Motherwell’s supposition that “each artist has his own religion.” Both men proffered to an 
intellectual audience that the answer to materialism was found in an esoteric methodology 
that (innate in the artist) provides the capacity to deepen both exoteric and esoteric 
understanding of diverse religious traditions, spiritual beliefs and practices. In the published 
form of Whitehead’s “Religion in the Making” Lowell Lectures of 1926, he displays his 
appreciation for the life of ideas when passed between territory and events: 
 
Life is an internal fact for its own sake, before it is an external fact relating itself to  
 others. The conduct of external life is conditioned by environment, but it received its  
 final quality, on which its worth depends, from the internal life which is the self-realisation 
 of existence. Religion is the art and the theory of the internal life of man, so far as it depends 
 on the man himself and on what is permanent in the nature of things.  
                      
Whitehead’s Religion and Dogma stated “no religion which faces facts can minimise 
the evil in the world, not merely the moral evil, but the pain and suffering.”192 His view of 
religion, dogma, and religious consciousness appealed when the ‘individual’ was on the 
ascent, and the experience of deprivation and war was globally encompassing. The language 
Whitehead employed evoked a universal religious empathy that “introduces the note of 
solitariness” suited for the spiritual seeker in a materialist majority. In his lecture 
Motherwell’s own lecture he proposed:  
 
                                                
191 Ibid., p.162.  
192 Alfred North Whitehead, Religion in the Making (Cambridge University Press, 1926), 38-39, Note: 
Published from his 1926 Lowell lectures. 
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 It was Mondrian who accepted most simply that debased social values provide no social  
 content. History has its own ironies. It is now Mondrian, who dealt with the <eternal>,  
 who dates the most. To underestimate the capacity of the individual to transcend the  
 social is to deny the possibility of art now.193 
 
Again, by defining: “Religion is what the individual does with his solitariness” 
Whitehead aggressively confronts not only what religion can mean, but directed artists to 
engage in the deeper questions of their time from the very Protestant point of view shared by 
William James: “The very fact that they are so many and so different from one another is 
enough to prove that the word ‘religion’ cannot stand for any single principle or essence, but 
is rather a collective name.”194 Motherwell’s lecture explained these concepts and demands: 
 
The remoteness of modern art is not merely a question of language, of the increasing  
 >abstractness< of modern art. Abstractness, it is true, exists, as the result of a long,  
 specialized internal development in modern artistic construction. But the crisis is the modern 
 artists’ rejection, almost in toto, of the values of the bourgeois world. In this world  
 modern artists form a kind of spiritual underground.195  
 
 In nearly all my research on Motherwell any reference to religion, the spiritual or 
related terms was kept strictly generic. Bear in mind that until the excesses of the Reagan 
Eighties it was impolite to discuss money, politics or religion except in strictly professional 
circumstances. The intent behind such manners was purely to avoid arguments, which 
always arose when these topics were broached between friends, or more dangerously, co-
workers. In this context Motherwell’s usual discretion is unexceptional. By contrast when 
Motherwell testified in the United States Congress to the House Committee on Education 
and Labor, providing Testimony to the Select Subcommittee on Education, Environmental 
Quality Education Act of 1970 on behalf of himself and his then wife Helen Frankenthaler 
as artists, Motherwell not only mentioned—but defended God specifically, and it is then a 
surprising and most remarkable stand. Many become subdued or diplomatic on occasions 
requiring one’s solemn oath, which was not Motherwell’s personality. He had always taken 
‘Truth’ as the sine qua non for one’s life. Motherwell’s testimony revealed his unflinching 
consistency of purpose twenty-five years on, not by nationality, but humanity and the world. 
It also offered a basis for his plans to relocate to France he shared with Baziotes in 1944: 
 
                                                
193 Motherwell: “Since the aesthetic is the main quality of the eternal in art … ” (1944 at Pontigny).  
194 William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature (1901) (Rockville: 
Arc Manor LLC, 2008),28. http://books.google.com.au/books?id=2AezbiIYHssC&pg=PA3&dq (accessed 
29 May 2014). http://www.templeofearth.com/books/varietyofreligiousexperience.pdf (accessed 29 May 
2014). 
195 Motherwell’s 10 August 1944 lecture, originally titled “The Place of the Spiritual in a World of 
Property” delivered at the «Pontigny en Amérique» conference at Mount Holyoke College, South Hadley, 
Massachusetts. It was re-titled for publication: The Modern Painter’s World, Dyn I no 6. Apud 
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 As an artist, I am used to being regarded as a somewhat eccentric maker of refined,  
 but rather unintelligible, objects of perception. Actually, those objects contain a   
 murderous rage, in black and white forms, of what passes for the business of everyday life,  
 a life so dehumanised, so atrophied in its responsibility that it cannot even recognise a  
 statement as subtle and complicated as the human spirit it is meant to represent. I am as 
 well, at other times, an expresser of adoration for the miracle of a world that has colors,  
 meaningful shapes, and spaces that may exhibit the real expansion of the human spirit, as it 
 moves and has its being ... Indeed, if God had said to a group of men: Here is a vast park, of 
 millions of square miles. Let’s see how quickly you can cover it with everything that is an 
 affront to the human spirit. And, above all, be certain that it is done on a grand scale of  
 extravagance and waste, and of lack of regard for the sensibilities of the inhabitants of the  
 other parks in  the world. Then we might by definition call that group of men that God so 
 provoked “Americans.”196 
 
In the transcript of his testimony Motherwell’s moral values exceeded the humanism of 
Marx, accusing “that group of men” and “Americans” and not God: 
  
 Each of us lives a brief moment in what once was a primordially beautiful park that  
 could only elicit a sense of ecstasy and the natural music proper to a virgin place. Does that 
 moment for us now have to be spent surrounded by our own filth, so much of it that it is a 
 problem even to cart it away? What kind of human existence is that? A gift to our children? 
 No, it is a dirty joke and a senseless one, and not God’s, but our own. 
 
Motherwell closed his testimony on this point: 
  
 If the real problem is a change in human awareness then we know from modern   
 psychologists and from educators that it is a very long and slow process, if it is to be  
 done in depth and really ingrained … You see calendars everywhere of beautiful   
 landscapes in Maine, for example. The Maine landscape is indeed beautiful. But the  
 calendar renditions of them are, to anybody having artistic sensibility, pretty awful.   
 So it is a very---well, it is almost like my being asked, “Can’t a theologian contribute so 
 people have a great awareness of God?” Yes: but not easily or quickly. 
 
 Motherwell’s ideas were the same ones that challenged the Greeks, as they do us now. 
Coomaraswamy’s Why Exhibit Works of Art? (based on nine of his lectures in 1943), 
pointed out: 
 
  … that the artist (in Plato’s sense that of the Christian and Oriental social philosophies) 
 does not earn wages by his art. He works by his art, and is only accidentally a trader … the 
                                                
196 Dore Ashton with Joan Banach, editors, The Writings of Robert Motherwell  (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2007), 6. See: “Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy Alfred North Whitehead,” 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/whitehead/ (accessed 4 January 2014). Note: “As a result of books such 
as Cobb's Is It Too Late? A Theology of Ecology (1971), some contemporary theories of ecology have 
also been influenced by Whitehead's ideas.” 
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 artist’s operation is not a meaningless labor, but quite literally a significant and sacred rite, 
 and quite as much as the product itself an adequate symbol of a spiritual reality.197 
 
 Finally it can be arrived at this conclusion: In the 21st century, if these individuals 
remain, it is within a diminishing spiritual underground. Who today could speak as 
Motherwell did at Mt. Holyoke in 1944 at just 29 years of age? 
   
 It is the eternal values that we accept in past art. By eternal values are meant those which, 
 humanly speaking, persist in reality in any space time, like those of aesthetic form, or the  
 confronting of death. Not all values are eternal. Some values are historical –if you like, 
 social, as when now artists value personal liberty because they do not find positive liberties 
 in the concrete character of the modern state. It is the values of our own epoch which we 
 cannot find in past art. This is the origin of our desire for new art.     
 In our case, for modern art … 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
197  Rama P. Coomaraswamy, editor, The Essential Coomaraswamy (Bloomington: World Wisdom, 
2004), 33. Note: Additional commentary on Plato and ‘art,’ 
http://www.studiesincomparativereligion.com/uploads/ArticlePDFs/181.pdf (accessed 20 June 2014). 
  
88 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EPILOGUE: POST-MOTHERWELL 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
89 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 I feel stupid and contagious  
 Here we are now entertain us ...  
 
 Nirvana – “Smells Like Teen Spirit” (1991)198 
 
 The function of the artist is to express reality as felt. In saying this, we must remember  
 that ideas modify feelings. The anti-intellectualism of English and American artists has led  
 them to the error of not perceiving the connection between the feeling of modern  
 forms and modern ideas. By feeling is meant the response of the >body-and-mind<  
 as a whole to the events of reality.  
 Motherwell (1944) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
198  Nirvana (Dave Grohl, Kurt Cobain, Krist Novoselic), “Smells Like Teen Spirit,” Nevermind (1991) © 
Warner/Chappell Music, Inc., EMI Music Publishing.  
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Fig. 2.  Robert Motherwell, Untitled Original lithograph 2500 impressions (memorial tribute to poet and art critic Frank 
O’Hara), 1967 © Dedalus Foundation Inc/VAGA. Licensed by Viscopy, 2014 
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The coastal town of Motherwell’s birth reluctantly claimed new fame as the birthplace of 
Kurt Cobain who formed the band Nirvana there in 1987. Thus Aberdeen, Washington 
bestowed ‘Grunge’ on the world as officially where the ‘Seattle sound’ was born.199 The 
giant of modernism’s ‘New York School of Abstract Expressionism’ [with Jackson Pollock, 
Mark Rothko, Willem de Kooning and Philip Guston] rates little more than being included 
under the Aberdeen website’s “Notable People” list. Nirvana, co-formed and fronted by 
Cobain (a heroin addicted artist whose discomfort with fame served as further fuel for the 
band’s veneration) began the last decade of the century bearing the marriage of democracy 
and capitalism’s strange fruits: Branded Apathy and Pop-Nihilism. It was the last significant 
movement in the arts and closed the millennium. Cobain was caught living a paradox: 
recording music under contract while possessing an anti-fame attitude. In 1991 Nirvana 
released Nevermind and Motherwell’s death coincided with what the artist’s “isolation in a 
property obsessed world” had become: Isolation as the centre of attention amidst a 
throbbing crowd. In 1944 Motherwell believed the function of the artist was to express 
reality as felt and Nirvana captured what Americans felt before and after Cobain’s suicide 
three years later. He did have a gun. At 27 he was the same age Brian Jones, Janis Joplin, 
Jimi Hendrix, and Jim Morrison had all fatally overdosed.200 Just 29 years old when 
Motherwell delivered his lecture and 50 years before Cobain’s death (1994), Motherwell had 
warned what the modern artist must do to survive: 
  
 The fundamental problem is the individual capacity of an artist to absorb the shocks of  
 reality, whether coming from the internal or external world, and to reassert himself in the  
 face of such shocks, as when a dog shakes off water after emerging from the sea.   
 
Both young men from that coastal town in Washington State played pivotal roles on the 
slippery slope of Modern/Postmodern/Post-postmodern discourse.201 In an interview with 
Frank Cioffi, literary theorist Ihab Hassan (1925-) responded to the confusion regarding 
postmodernism: 
  
 I accept the instability of the term in the age of hype and media. I accept its labile, shifting, 
 conflictual character, in a time of ideological wars. And, increasingly, I ignore it because my 
 own interests have drifted away from it toward the possibilities of a spirituality that 
 addresses all the issues of the postmodern turn.202 
 
                                                
199  Cobain formed Nirvana with Krist Novoselic, also from Aberdeen. 
200  After 8 years of Reagan, and George Herbert Walker Bush’s first and last term before Clinton become 
president in 1993.  
201  Appendix 1.  
202  Frank L. Cioffi, Princeton University, “Ihab Hassan: Postmodernism, Etc.: an Interview with Ihab 
Hassan,” Style 33, 1, Fall 1999. http://www.ihabhassan.com/cioffi_interview_ihab_hassan.htm (accessed 
27 December 2013). 
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 Hassan’s insight into this elusive ‘ism,’ and his eventual interest in the spiritual is less 
a surprise given he is very nearly Motherwell’s generation. The Modernists commitment to a 
lasting visual language of feelings and ideas continued to intersect with the intellectual and 
artistic flow throughout the 20th century. Motherwell’s ideas are still relevant because 
intellectuals and artists since the Epic of Gilgamesh have been concerned with universal and 
eternal ideas. Hassan: 
  
  ... This is only to confirm Nietzsche’s insight, that if an idea has a history, it is already an 
 interpretation, subject to future revision. What escapes interpretation and reinterpretation is 
 a Platonic Idea or an abstract analytical concept, like a circle or a triangle. Romanticism,  
 modernism, postmodernism, however, like humanism or realism, will shift and slide  
 continually with time, particularly in an age of ideological conflict (Motherwell) and media 
 hype (Cobain).203  
 
 There will always be those who contribute to history as the cultural exceptions. 
Blumenthal’s comparison of Lovejoy’s ideas in The Great Chain of Being with Judaic 
theology is support for Paglia’s atheist insistence on requisite knowledge of religions, their 
history and thought. The impact men of ideas had on religious thought, just as religion 
impressed on other ideas, contributed to expand ideas abstractly during the Modern Era. In 
previous times religion and art were inseparable, and the artists of this paper continued this 
historical tradition through new approaches to language (Joyce, the Modern Arts). Creative 
ideas, new insights into traditional religions, and new forms of inquiry are left, unfinished, 
for us in their wake.  
 The Abstract Expressionists knew they must realistically and stylistically draw from 
life before beginning the challenge of “singling out” and “peeling away,” as Whitehead and 
Motherwell defined it, to encounter the ‘felt’ (esoteric experience) for an abstract form to 
appear. In a 1982 interview with Barbara Flug Colin, Motherwell was asked about the 
differences in the ‘art milieu’ since he began 40 years earlier: 
  
  ... Among the younger ones there are no masters, there are no outstanding ones. Let’s  
 say, I will pluck a number out of the air, that there are five hundred very good poets  
 around. But there is no T.S. Eliot, or there is no Octavio Paz, or there is no Rafael Alberti,  
 no Ezra Pound among the younger ones.  I have very much the same take. The level of  
 competency in the arts is infinitely higher than it was fifteen years ago, but it is almost  
 never that you come across a powerful personality, in the sense of a Pollock, or I don’t  
 know… a Francis Bacon … or whatever. In my time, art was a vocation, not a profession, 
 even a doom, in the sense of a destiny… I came to New York in 1940 to study with Meyer 
 Schapiro simply because he was the only man in America teaching modern art from the  
 standpoint of modernism. Now there must be 2,000 …   
                                                
203  ( ) Author’s insertions. 
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 Little more than two decades after Motherwell’s death graffiti artists like Banksy 
(whose real artistic achievement is having retained complete anonymity in an age of global 
surveillance) see their street art peeled off the streets and under the hammer of the auction 
house, while a Second Machine Age poses new challenges for art, religion, and ideas. 204 
Many anticipated the same challenges Clement Greenberg already reiterated: 
  
 T.S. Eliot first brought to our attention that “disassociation of sensibility,” that   
 divergence between thought and feeling which, he says, began to manifest itself in English 
 poetry with Milton ... Formally, the disassociation dates from Descartes’ claim that the  
 subject receives his surest guarantee of the fact that he exists from the presence of his own 
 thought. Thought becomes the prima facie evidence of truth and throws out of court  
 whatever is reported by direct perception or intuition or affect without being manipulated by 
 the “categories of understanding.” The truth is not what is felt but what works and is  
 consistent with itself. The result is a split in consciousness, between the subjective and the  
 objective. In the end we fall prey to a kind of collective schizophrenia ... Romanticism and  all 
the revivals of religion and religiosity since the eighteenth century are attempts to restore  the 
validity of the data of feeling ... essentially, Romanticism is a reaction against the  failure of 
scientific description to confirm what is “anschaulich” in ourselves and the world  around us.  
 
 In a secular global culture obsessed with affluence and celebrity, tech-savvy, soi-
disant creatives await phat stacks and fame.205 It is ironic that the iconoclastic Moderns of 
this paper consciously employed historical traditions to create their revolutionary ‘present.’ 
Revisiting Adorno:  
 
 Art, however, is social not only because of its mode of production, in which the dialectic of 
 the forces and relations of production is concentrated, not simply because of the social  
 derivation of its thematic material. Much more importantly, art becomes social by its  
 opposition to society, and it occupies this position only as autonomous art. By crystallising in 
 itself as something unique to itself, rather than complying with existing social norms and  
 qualifying as ‘socially useful,’ it criticises society by merely existing, for which puritans of all 
 stripes condemn it … Art’s a-sociality is the determinate negation of a determinate society.206 
                                                
204 Will Gompertz, Arts Editor “Analysis,” BBC News, Entertainment & Arts 19 February 2014, 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-26254509 (accessed 23 February 2014). Reported on-line 
by the BBC: “A Banksy mural entitled Kissing Coppers has fetched $575,000 (£345,000) at a US auction 
after being removed from the wall of a Brighton pub … Slave Labour (Bunting Boy) ... sold to a US 
collector for Ł750,000 in May 2012 … ” 
205 George Krevsky, San Francisco Art Gallery: “The whole culture of fine art and this being documents 
that reflect the history of the 20th and 21st century fine art, it’s something that’s thousands of years old. 
And the fact that young people come in and think that all of this can be created with the push of a button 
on a cellphone is beyond me.” Dan Drekke, KQED News fix, “Latest to Be Displaced in San Francisco’s 
Tech Boom: Art Galleries,” February 24, 2014. http://blogs.kqed.org/newsfix/2014/02/24/art-galleries-
displaced-amid-san-francisco-tech-boom (accessed 28 February 2014). 
206  Theodor W. Adorno, and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment Philosophical (Published in 
Amsterdam in 1947. 1940-1950, translated from Vol. 5 of Max Horkheimer, Gesammelte Schriften: 
Dialectik der Aufklarung und Schriften 1940-1950, edited by Gunzelin Schmid Noerr, c. 1987 by S. 
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 If Adorno touches upon a truth most ‘Modern’ artists would agree with, then the art 
world “Variety Show” of “Laissez-faire Aesthetics” denies its predecessors throughout the 
history of Art prior to Pop. Art has become a range of creative products by returning to an 
obsession with the object, and as a result of subjective truth the critic’s voice is drowned out 
by arts writers who compete in justifying the collector’s investment in whatever is hung on 
public walls. Some are still heard from the critical abyss in dramatic disagreement, and all 
from the Modern Era: Dave Hickey (1940- ), Robert Hughes (1938-2012), Donald Kuspit 
(1935- ) and Jed Perl (1951- ). Perl is emphatic:  
 
 The art star of today is a Kmart Nietzschean, an MTV disciple of Ayn Rand.  
 Romantic independence has become the ultimate conformist marketing ploy.207  
 
 Dadaists, Surrealists, and Abstract Expressionists confirmed what many artists knew 
their role was in a world obsessed with ‘property.’ In 1944 Motherwell was singing to the 
intellectual choir, providing cold comfort in a world that met what they had to offer with 
antagonism, while they spurred each other on. As targets in view—as well as in isolation, 
they persevered with their art, writing, and interactions with society and its institutions. The 
need to uncover what remains hidden, whatever influence, belief, or practice that may be, 
will help answer what divides and stymies art historians and critics, collectors and artists:  
 
What has the relationship of Art and the Spiritual been?  
What are Art and Spirituality now? And, What can Art and the Spiritual be? 
 
 The word modern was first used in 1585, thus for most, Modernity begins in 16th 
century Europe. Art history commonly places this era between the 1860s and the 1970s. 
Every period is Modern. This cannot be appreciated except in relationship to what is not, to 
what has passed or indeed, what always remains. The present will always see itself anew in 
the reflection of historical benefactors. We envision the future by reimagining and projecting 
the experiences of our past. Motherwell and the moderns’ flight from materialism through a 
committed inquiry into the relationship of art, the spiritual and the ‘modern’ was as much 
about understanding the total history of the world, as it was an individual search. Figurative, 
symbolic, or abstract—all was representative of life and they left rich testimonies of a 
prescient approach to the challenges Humanity faces beyond the limits of time, ‘ism’ or 
location in their unbounded address of an eternal now. 
                                                
Fishcher Verlag GmbH, Frankfurt am Main) (English translation 2002 by the Board of Trustees of the 
Leland Stanford Junior University) (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002). 
207  Jed Perl, “The Variety Show,” in Magicians & Charlatans (New York: Eakins Press Foundation, 
2012). 
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PLATES:  MOTHERWELL 
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Fig. 8.  Robert Motherwell, The Door, ink © Dedalus Foundation Inc /VAGA. Licensed by Viscopy, 2014 
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Fig. 9. Robert Motherwell, Elegy to the Spanish Republic No. 171, 1988-89 Acrylic on canvas 84 x 168 in. 
(213.4 x 426.7 cm) Collection: Collection of the Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth. Museum purchase, The 
Friends of Art Endowment Fund © Dedalus Foundation Inc /VAGA. Licensed by Viscopy, 2014. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
98 
 
 
 
Fig. 10. Robert Motherwell, Australia II, 1983, Pasted papers and crayon on Tycore panel, 40 x 30 in.  
© Dedalus Foundation Inc /VAGA. Licensed by Viscopy, 2014. 
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Plates.208 
 
Cover image: Robert Motherwell, Africa 4, Screenprint on paper, 812 x 600mm, The Tate Collection 
presented by Rose and Christ Pater through the Institute of Contemporary Prints 1975 © Dedalus Foundation 
Inc /VAGA. Licensed by Viscopy, 2014. 
 
Fig. 1.  Passport photo Robert Burns Motherwell III, Boston, May 1938 © Dedalus Foundation Inc /VAGA. 
Licensed by Viscopy, 2014. 
 
Fig. 2.  Robert Motherwell, Untitled Original lithograph 2500 impressions (memorial tribute to poet and art 
critic Frank O’Hara), 1967 © Dedalus Foundation Inc /VAGA. Licensed by Viscopy, 2014. 
  
Fig. 3. The Irascibles 1951, Photograph by “[Nina Leen]/[The Time Picture Collection]/Getty Images.”  
 
Fig. 4. Robert Frank, Untitled Portrait of Robert Motherwell, 8.5 x 13.25in. 1962. Cornell University, 
Herbert F. Johnson Museum of Art.  
 
Fig. 5. Robert Motherwell, The Homely Protestant oil and casein on Masonite, 97 3/4 x 48 1/4 in. (248.3 x 
122.6 cm), 1948. Collection of the Museum of Modern Art, New York, Gift of the artist 1987 © Dedalus 
Foundation Inc /VAGA. Licensed by Viscopy, 2014. 
 
Fig. 6. Robert Motherwell, The Wall of the Temple, 1952, Millburn, New Jersey © Dedalus Foundation Inc 
/VAGA. Licensed by Viscopy, 2014. 
 
Fig. 7. Barnett Newman, Stations of the Cross series in the Guggenheim Museum, 1966 © Dedalus Foundation 
Inc /VAGA. Licensed by Viscopy, 2014. 
 
Fig. 8.  Robert Motherwell, The Door, ink © Dedalus Foundation Inc /VAGA. Licensed by Viscopy, 2014.  
 
Fig. 9. Robert Motherwell, Elegy to the Spanish Republic No. 171, 1988-89 Acrylic on canvas 84 x 168 in. 
(213.4 x 426.7 cm) Collection: Collection of the Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth. Museum purchase, The 
Friends of Art Endowment Fund © Dedalus Foundation Inc /VAGA. Licensed by Viscopy, 2014. 
 
Fig. 10. Robert Motherwell, Australia II, 1983, Pasted papers and crayon on Tycore panel, 40 x 30 in.  
© Dedalus Foundation Inc /VAGA. Licensed by Viscopy, 2014. 
 
Fig. 11. Unknown Photographer, Robert Motherwell teaching at Black Mountain College, Smithsonian 
Institute Archives, Joseph Cornell Collection. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
208 Reproduction rights were obtained from The Dedalus Foundation, New York through its 
representative, Viscopy, in Australia. Viscopy.org.au 
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Appendix I:  
Schematic Differences Between Modernism and Postmodernism: Hassan provides a list of 
provisional schematic differences between modernism and postmodernism as a start for further 
inquiry. 
Modernism                                                                                        Postmodernism_______ 
Romanticism/ Symbolism                                                         Pataphysics/ Dadaism 
Form (conjunctive, closed)                                                        Antiform (disjunctive, 
open) 
Purpose                                                                                         Play 
Design                                                                                            Chance 
Hierarchy                                                                                       Anarchy 
Mastery/ Logos                                                                            Exhaustion/ Silence 
Art object/ Finished work                                                        
 Process/performance/happening 
Distance                                                                                       Participation 
Creation/ Totalization                                                              Decreation/ Deconstruction 
Synthesis                                                                                       Antithesis 
Presence                                                                                        Absence 
Centering                                                                                      Dispersal 
Genre/ Boundary                                                                        Text/ Intertext 
Semantics                                                                                     Rhetoric 
Paradigm         Syntagm 
Hypotaxis          Parataxis 
Metaphor                                                                                            Metonymy 
Selection                                                                                              Combination 
Root/ Depth                                                                                        Rhizome/ Surface 
Interpretation/ Reading                                                                     Against Interpretation/ 
Misreading 
Signified                                                                                              Signifier 
Lisible (Readerly)                                                                                Scriptible/ Writerly 
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Modernism                                                                                     Postmodernism_______ 
Narrative/ Grand Histoire                                                        Anti-narrative/ Petitie Histoire 
Master Code                                                                               Ideolect 
Symptom                                                                                  Desire 
Type                                                                                               Mutant 
Genital/ Phallic                                                                            Polymorphous/ Androgynous 
Paranoia                                                                                        Schizophrenia 
Origin/ Cause                                                                               Difference-Differance/ Trace 
God the Father                                                                              The Holy Ghost 
Metaphysics                                                                                   Irony 
Determinancy                                                                                Indeterminancy 
Transcendence                                                                              Immanence 
Indetermanence: 
Hassan does not offer the above table as a final point of arrival; it is offered as an unstable and 
provisional schema toward understanding postmodernism. Hassan finally offers a neologism as his 
attempt at theorizing the postmodern: Indeterminance. Combining indeterminacy and immanence 
into one word, Hassan also points out these two tendencies [of postmodernism] are “not dialectal ... 
nor do they lead to a synthesis” (7). Thus, both these terms (indeterminancy + immanence) combined 
in one word are supposed to convey, in their collective possibilities, a sort of concept for capturing 
and defining postmodernism.209 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
209 Masood Raja, “Ihab Hassan: “Toward a Concept of Postmodernism,” The Pakistan Forum: Voices of 
a Progressive Pakistan, http://pakistaniaat.net/2010/05/ihab-hassan-toward-a-concept-of-postmodernism/ 
(accessed 7 August 2013). 
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Fig. 11. Unknown Photographer, Robert Motherwell teaching at Black Mountain College, Smithsonian Institute Archives, 
Joseph Cornell Collection. 
 
 
 
 
